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No Notion Of Loving By Halves 


by Spacecadet72 


Summary 


Aleksander Morozova, Viscount Kirigan, had not found himself interested in the marriage 
market that was the London season in over a decade. When he meets Alina Starkov, that 
changes. Unfortunately, Miss Starkov absolutely hates him. 


Update: Fic will be put on private at the end of August (2024) 


Notes 


This originally started as a sort of a BatB-ish Regency AU, but then Aleksander was just soft 
and a complete simp so it's really only enemies to lovers on Alina's side. XD I'm not sure 
exactly how long this will be, but at least 4 chapters. Alina's POV will be next chapter and 
we'll get more interaction between them! 


nightquills and Silberias were so helpful with ideas and cheerleading! Thank you! <3) 


Title adapted from a line by Jane Austen in Northanger Abbey. 


Aleksander 


Chapter Notes 


ETA: This amazing gif that cattycooper made! 


w Gif header. On the left is the Darkling from the back, his cape moving in the wind. On the 
right is Alina Starkov looking forlorn. In the middle is Aleksander looking in awe. This 
middle gif is in the shape of two hands connected by their pinkies. 


Aleksander Morozova, Viscount Kirigan, had not found himself interested in the marriage 
market that was the London season in over a decade. When he'd been a much younger man, 
he had fancied himself in love with a beautiful young woman in her first season. Her parents 
had encouraged her to accept the suit of a wealthy Earl and Aleksander's heart had been 
broken. 


Since then, as he witnessed most marriages arranged for practical purposes—although there 
was the occasional love match—he'd realized that love was not something he could count on 
in a marriage. He would, in a few years, settle down and produce an heir, but he had no wish 
to do so any sooner than was necessary. 


He spent each season attending dinner parties and dances and the theater, but he did not 
spend much time looking for a suitable wife. There would be time for that later. He spent 
most of those evenings with his friends and their wives, keeping to those closest to him. 


This had been his plan when he attended a dinner party thrown by his friends, and cousins, 
the Kostyk's. He had other family in town, but few he wished to spend time with. He enjoyed 
visiting with his sister, Ulla, when she was in London, but she and her wife were often 
abroad. He saw his mother far more frequently than he would like. 


After dinner he settled in a seat next to Ivan and Fedyor Kaminsky—good friends of his—to 
listen to the musical accomplishments of those present. He’d have much rather hosted those 
he liked in his own townhouse, but it was good for him to be seen out in society. 


The first few performers were of average talent, although generally pleasant to listen to, and 
Aleksander kept his expression set in a politely neutral mask. When the next young woman 
stood up to sing, accompanied by Genya Kostyk, Aleksander noted absently that she was 
pretty, her smile bright. There were any number of pretty girls in London, especially during 
the season, and he did not think much more of it. He prepared to sit through another middling 
performance, when she opened her mouth and began to sing. Her voice was clear and bright 
like the sun coming through the clouds on an overcast day. 


He sat up straighter as she continued through the song. Had he thought her merely pretty 
before? She was loveliness itself, ethereal and mesmerizing. He took in nothing about his 
surroundings as she sang. How could he pay attention to anything else when she was at the 
front of the room, speaking directly to his soul? 


The song was much too short, and it took everything in him not to demand for an encore. But 
she was already returning to her seat while another young woman stood to take her place. 


Aleksander leaned over to Ivan and murmured, "who was that who just sang?" 


Ivan gave him a knowing look. They'd grown up together and there was little Aleksander 
could hide from him. 


Aleksander did not care, he desperately needed to know who she was. 


Ivan shook his head before turning to his husband and speaking to him in hushed tones. 
Fedyor answered him just as quietly and then Ivan turned back to Aleksander. "Her name is 
Alina Starkov. This is her first season." 


Starkov. He knew that name. The memory of some unpleasantness with an upstart young man 
a few years ago came to mind. Malyen Starkov had tried to take liberties with an unattached 
young woman and Aleksander had stepped in to intervene. He had all but forgotten about the 
encounter until now, but he had a vague recollection of Starkov having a younger sister. 


Enough young women found Starkov attractive that he carried a pride in his looks in his 
every move, but Aleksander had not been aware his sister was such an angel. He needed to 
know more about her. He needed to talk to her. Even the thought of being related to Starkov 
through marriage was abhorrent, but Miss Starkov would be worth it. 


The rest of the performances moved along far too slowly and several times, he wondered if 
they had picked long and slow pieces simply to irritate him. 


Finally, after Ivan cast several disapproving looks at how much he fidgeted through the 
remaining performances, the evening was over. Many would be leaving shortly, but there 
would likely be enough time for him to speak to Miss Starkov before she left. 


He bid the Kaminsky’s a quick farewell, in case he didn’t see them before they returned 
home, and moved intently through the room towards where Miss Starkov was speaking with 
Mrs. Kostyk. 


Genya smiled as he approached. “Lord Kirigan,” she said with a brief curtsy. Miss Starkov 
followed suit as Aleksander bowed to the both of them as Genya made the introductions. 


“It was a wonderful evening, Mrs. Kostyk,” Aleksander said before turning to Miss Starkov. 
“T wanted to say especially how I enjoyed your performance, Miss Starkov. You have 
remarkable talent.” 


Instead of blushing prettily and smiling at him as one might expect when one paid a pretty 
girl a compliment, the smile she gave him was stiff and held no sincerity in it. “Thank you, 


Lord Kirigan.” 


“Miss Starkov is very accomplished,” Genya said with a smile, although Aleksander had 
caught her considering gaze at Miss Starkov’s reaction to his compliment. “As soon as I’d 
heard her sing at another party, I knew she must come and sing here for us.” 


“T’m glad you did, Mrs. Kostyk,” Aleksander said with a warm smile to Miss Starkov. ““We 
were all blessed for it.” 


Her smile and thanks were no more genuine than before. Aleksander couldn’t understand the 
reaction. He’d only been complimentary, surely he hadn’t said anything to offend? Perhaps 
she was shy in company and found it difficult to converse with strangers? 


“Thank you again, Mrs. Kostyk,” Miss Starkov said, before bidding them both farewell and 
walking to the other side of the room to talk with another young woman about her age. 


Aleksander watched her for a moment, mesmerized by the wide, sunny smile Miss Starkov 
was giving her companion, before he turned back to Genya. 


“Have I done something to offend her?” he asked, wondering how he could fix things 
between them. He would give almost anything for that warm smile to be directed at him. 


Genya sighed. “She hasn’t confided in me, but I believe she may hold a grudge from your 
encounter with her brother a few years ago.” 


Aleksander frowned. “I was only coming to the aid of that young woman. Any gentleman 
would have done the same.” 


Genya shook her head. “AIl I know is that she idolizes her brother. It may be that she was 
given an alternate version of events. She wasn’t yet out when the incident occured.” 


Aleksander scowled to think that Starkov would lie about what had occurred, although he 
couldn’t say he was surprised. Honor wasn’t exactly a trait Starkov valued highly. Likely 
Miss Starkov had no idea that her brother was both a gambler and a rake. 


“She hated me before we even met.” Aleksander sighed. 
“You are that smitten already?” Genya asked with an amused smile. 


He tried to keep his expression stern and mask his feelings, but then he glanced over at Miss 
Starkov and saw her laughing with her friend and all he wanted was to spend more time with 
her. 


“Oh, Aleksander,” Genya said with a pitying tone. 
He turned back to her with a scowl. “I enjoyed her performance. That is all.” 
Her expression told him he wasn’t convincing in the slightest. 


He held back a sigh. “Thank you again for inviting me, Genya.” 


Genya smiled. “Of course. You’ll have to join David and I for dinner sometime this week.” 


Aleksander nodded, already looking forward to it, and then he excused himself. In order to 
leave the room, he had to walk past Miss Starkov and he couldn’t keep his gaze from moving 
to her. She was radiant and resplendent and he never wanted to stop looking at her. 


But she likely didn’t want him looking. 


As he entered his carriage, he determined he would just need to change her mind. Once she 
knew him better, she would realize that whatever lies Starkov had told her were just that and 
they could move forward. He would court her as soon as she was open to the prospect. 


He hadn’t been looking for a wife, but could not stop imagining Miss Starkov filling that 
role. 


Three weeks had passed since he had first met Miss Starkov and he was no closer to 
changing her opinion of him. 


There was no mistake, she hated him and while he didn’t know the particulars of the story her 
brother had told her, she had made enough veiled comments for him to guess. Aleksander had 
interfered with Starkov’s plans for a young woman, but they weren’t so noble as marriage 
like Miss Starkov clearly believed. 


Aleksander had had no interest in the young woman Starkov had been after, but she was 
likely to be ruined if he continued and Aleksander could not stand by and watch that happen 
if he could stop it. The memory of how close his sister Ulla had come to being ruined years 
ago still haunted him. If he could save other women from that fate, he would. 


And because he had wanted to do the right thing, the woman he loved couldn’t stand the sight 
of him. 


Perhaps three weeks was rather soon to be declaring such feelings, even in his mind, but he 
felt drawn to her and he Anew it was love. 


“Aleksander, if all you’re going to do is sigh and look forlorn, you might as well return 
home,” Ivan said flatly, his eyes still focused on his book. 


Aleksander glared at Ivan, and then at Fedyor when he chuckled. “I am sorry Iam such a 
bother,” he said, his tone even dryer than Ivan’s. 


“There are other women,” Ivan said, looking up from his book. “I’m not sure what you can 
do to change Miss Starkov’s mind.” 


Aleksander sighed again, and ignored Ivan’s huff of frustration. “I don’t want other women, 
Ivan. If Miss Starkov will not have me, I am quite happy to remain a bachelor for the next 
few years.” 


“Even as charming as you are, Aleksander, I doubt you can overcome familial loyalty. 
Besides, from all accounts, Miss Starkov might be even more obstinate than you are,” Ivan 


said with a shake of his head, his book entirely abandoned. 


“T fear Ivan may be right,” Fedyor said, although he seemed much more apologetic than his 
husband. “It doesn’t matter what the truth is if she believes her brother to be in the right. 
What young girl doesn’t idolize her older brother?” 


“I’m not sure that’s the word I would use to describe how Ulla feels about me,” Aleksander 
said as he huffed out a laugh and pushed out of his chair. He and his sister were close, and he 
saw her wife as another sister, but they both took great joy in teasing him. 


“No, but she loves you fiercely and is incredibly loyal,” Fedyor said, leaning forward in his 
seat. “This is Miss Starkov’s first season. She’s never seen her brother in London society. 
Perhaps she will come to her own conclusions about his behavior eventually.” 


Aleksander hated to think how long that might take. But if he truly loved her, wouldn’t he be 
willing to put up with discomfort for her sake? If he was polite and gentlemanly when they 
interacted, she would come to see that he wasn’t what she thought he was. Starkov wouldn’t 
be able to keep his behavior hidden from her for long. 


He wouldn’t pursue her openly, that would only make her more opposed to his suit as well as 
making her uncomfortable, but he could show her who he truly was and hope she made her 
own mind up about him. 


He knew it was likely he would wait and have to watch her marry someone else—and how 
that thought made his heart ache—but he had to try. 


Alina 


Chapter Summary 


Alina learns her life is about to change. 


Chapter Notes 


Our plot really kicks off here but I'm sorry to say that we're in for some angst for the 
next little bit. (But not forever!) 


I've also upped the chapter count. There may be more than that but I'll stick with 8 for 
now until I'm sure. 


ETA: cattycooper made this amazing updated gif for the chapter! 


w Gif header. On the left is the Darkling from the back, his cape moving in the wind. On the 
right is Alina Starkov looking forlorn. In the middle Alina is crying and covering her face 
with her hands. This middle gif is in the shape of two hands connected by their pinkies. 


Alina suppressed a sigh as she accidentally caught Lord Kirigan’s eye from across the 
ballroom. He nodded slightly and gave her a polite smile, but otherwise kept his attention on 
the conversation he was having with Mr. and Mrs. Kostyk. 


Genya Kostyk had become a good friend to Alina, although she was slightly suspicious of her 
closeness with Lord Kirigan. It wasn’t truly fair of her to think so, as Lord Kirigan was Mr. 
Kostyk’s cousin and just because he had treated Mal poorly didn’t mean he couldn’t treat his 
friends and relatives well. 


Lord Kirigan had sought her out at every social event they’d both been at since they met. His 
behavior was perfectly gentlemanly, and from another man it might have been nothing more 

than politeness. According to the gossips, however, he hadn’t been this attentive to a woman 
in a very long time. 


If she didn’t know the truth about him, she would think that Lord Kirigan was incredibly 
handsome and charming, but with what she did know, it was difficult to think well of him at 
all. 


It was fortunate for her that Mal had already spent several seasons in London. How else was 
she to know who she could trust? People hiding their true selves was not a foreign concept to 
her, but it seemed much worse in town than in the country. 


When you dined with the same twenty families for years, it became difficult to not know 
those in your social circle well. Alina knew who she could trust. In London it was as if 
everyone’s true motives and feelings were behind a thick curtain. What they showed in front 
of it may or may not align with the truth. 


But she had listened to Mal’s opinions on the various members of the Ton and acted 
accordingly. It was her first season, after all, and she could still enjoy herself and have a good 
time. She was probably having a better time knowing the people she should avoid. 


What kind of trouble could she get into if she allowed herself to be pulled in by the likes of 
Lord Kirigan? Surely he wasn’t actually interested in her, and she refused to be used by less 
scrupulous men for sport. 


“Alina?” 


She turned to see her friend, Marie now Mrs. Beznikov, standing at her side. “Marie!” she 
greeted warmly, leaning in to embrace her. 


Marie had married an eligible young man from a good, if not titled, family a few months ago, 
and had just returned from her wedding trip. This was the first time Alina had seen her since 
the wedding. 


“It’s so good to see you,” Alina said as they stepped back. “How was your trip?” 


Marie beamed. “Oh, Alina, it was marvelous. We saw so many incredible places, and 
marriage is even better than I ever imagined.” 


Marie and Mr. Beznikov’s marriage had been a love match, and Alina was so happy for them. 
She could only hope that when she married, it would be the same. 


For the time being she was enjoying the season and was sure that when she met the man she 
would marry, it would be wonderful. Surely she would know even before he proposed that he 
was the one for her. 


Many marriages were arranged for more practical reasons, but surely she could find someone 
who was a good match that she could also care for, that she could also love? 


She wouldn’t be overly particular, but she could hope for a life like that, couldn’t she? 


“T’m so happy for you,” Alina said, pushing any worries about her own future aside. Her 
situation wasn’t dire by any means and she didn’t want to distract Marie from her own 
happiness. 


Alina’s time would come. 


Marie recounted her time spent on the continent, sharing all of the sights she had seen, while 
Alina listened with a supportive kind of jealousy. She had never been outside of England, but 
that was another hope she could hold onto for the future. 


The rest of the ball was lovely, as Alina visited with Marie and danced with several 
gentlemen. When she and her family returned to their townhouse, the sky was already 
starting to lighten with the dawn. She fell into bed with the kind of content fatigue that only 
came after such a night. 


The next several weeks passed quickly with visits and dinners and dances taking up much of 
Alina’s time. She enjoyed herself thoroughly for most of it, although the moments she had to 
endure Lord Kirigan were trying. 


Fortunately, he didn’t take up too much of her time whenever they crossed paths, and she 
could keep her polite, if slightly stiff, smile in place until he walked away. 


She wondered what he meant by it. If he was truly interested in courting her, surely he would 
have been more obvious in his attentions? He may not have shown an interest in any women 
in some time, but he was also the kind of man who had no problem going after what he 
wanted. 


She couldn’t understand it, but then, she wasn’t sure she would ever understand the mind of a 
man like that. Everyone had trials they had to go through in this life. He would simply be one 
of hers. 


There would have been little else to vex Alina if not for the underlying tension that had been 
building at home for the past few weeks. She wasn’t sure what was going on, but something 
was bothering father and mother. 


Alina couldn’t help but feel as if it was only a matter of time before the truth came out and 
ruined something precious. 


But surely this feeling of foreboding was an overreaction? Surely it couldn’t be so bad as all 
that? 


There was nothing she could do when no one would give her any information, and so she 
focused on the events of her days and representing the family well, as a good daughter 
should. 


One morning at breakfast, father cleared his throat, turning to Alina with a serious look. It 
was only her mother and father at the table with her, as Mal was still in bed, and her stomach 
twisted painfully. This was the moment she had been fearing. She would finally find out what 
had been causing father so much worry. 


“Yes, papa?” Alina asked, forcing her voice to stay steady. Surely it couldn’t be as bad as she 
feared. 


“Alina, due to unforeseen circumstances the state of our finances is such that a good match 
for you is crucial.” 


Alina took in a sharp breath. Perhaps she wouldn’t be able to hope for a love match, but that 
wasn’t the worst thing. She knew many amiable marriages where the couples were friends if 
not in love. She could be happy in a life like that, especially if it meant ensuring her family’s 
security. 


She would simply need to change her focus when out in society. She would be more 
encouraging of those who asked her to dance or spoke to her. It wasn’t like she hadn’t known 
that the purpose of the season was for her to find a husband. 


This wasn’t as catastrophic as she had thought it might be. 
She nodded. “Of course, father. I will do my best to secure a good match.” 


Her father exchanged a look with her mother and that ugly feeling in her stomach twisted 
even further. 


“You misunderstand, Alina. We don’t need you to secure a match, we have done so already.” 


Alina froze for a moment, not sure she had understood the words coming out of his mouth. 
They had already found a husband for her? Did she have no say at all in who she would be 
tied to for the rest of her life? 


“You have?” Alina asked, her voice small, but remarkably steady given the whirlwind of 
emotions flooding through her. 


Her father nodded. “Yes, Lord Kirigan has offered for your hand, and we accepted. He has 
been most generous and his support will solve our financial problems.” 


Dread settled hot and heavy in Alina’s stomach, and she took several slow breaths to try and 
calm her sudden nausea. “Lord Kirigan?” It was an excellent match for her, to be sure, better 
than the gentlemen she had already been thinking of focusing her attentions on. 


But to be such a man’s wife! 


She thought back to all the times he had sought her out, how he had paid her more attention 
than any other woman in years. Was this what he was after the whole time? Had he been 
scheming how to trap her into marriage while she smiled politely and endured his attempts at 
civility? 


Her mother nodded. “As his wife, you will want for nothing, Alina. It is more than we had 
hoped for.” 


Alina knew logically that her mother was right. Materially, she would never go without as 
Lady Kirigan. But she would be stuck in a loveless marriage without even the hope for a 
friendship with her husband. 


To be attached forever to a selfish man who had wronged her brother—it was unthinkable. 


But her parents weren't asking for her opinion. 


She nodded, the movement automatic as she fell back on years of training on how to be a 
dutiful daughter. She glanced down at the food on her plate and knew she’d never be able to 
choke it down now. 


If she could just make it to her room, then she could release the shock and grief and anger. 
She wouldn’t have to keep her expression neutral and act like she was grateful to her parents 
for their decision. 


Just as Alina opened her mouth to ask if she may retire to her room, the butler walked in and 
announced that Lord Kirigan was waiting in the parlor. 


She looked over at her father, her nerves feeling raw. She wasn’t sure she could handle seeing 
the man—her fiancé—now. “He’s here?” 


Her father nodded. “I invited him over to speak to you. We have already discussed all the 
particulars, but I thought you would want some time to speak to your future husband.” 


Drawing on an inner strength she hadn’t been sure would support her, she pushed her 
emotions down until she could have privacy. She nodded. “Of course, papa.” 


She stood stiffly, feeling strangely detached, almost as if someone else had taken control of 
her body and she was watching from outside of herself. Hopefully Lord Kirigan would be 
satisfied with a short conversation. 


As if he would take her feelings into account. If he did that, he wouldn’t have asked for her 
hand without even speaking to her first. 


Silently, she followed the butler until they were in the parlor and Lord Kirigan was standing 
in front of her. 


It struck Alina as strange that he looked so somber. She would have thought there would be 
more pride or satisfaction in his expression. He’d gotten the bride he’d wanted after all. But 
there was thinly veiled sorrow behind his carefully neutral expression. 


“Miss Starkov,” he said, sketching a bow. 


She curtsied in return as she wished for this nightmare to end. “Lord Kirigan.” She gestured 
for him to sit and after he did, she completely ignored the spot next to him on the sofa. 
Instead, she sat in one of the chairs across from him. 


She wasn’t sure what to say, her mind working slowly as it tried to process how her life had 
changed so quickly. It was a strike against her as a hostess that she remained silent, but she 
couldn’t bring herself to speak. 


“T know this is not what you wanted,” he said, quietly, his dark eyes intense. 


She forced her mouth to stay shut, as she looked up at him. Why would he care about that 
when he had gotten what he wanted? 


“But I can help your family, and I think we can build a good life together.”’ He looked at her 
hopefully, although the sorrow she’d seen earlier never left his face. 


She nodded. “Of course, Lord Kirigan.”’ 


He sighed softly. “I know this is not what you wanted, ” he said again, as he glanced away, 
guilt flitting across his face. “But know that your life will be one of comfort.” 


Why would he feel guilty? He was a gentleman with power and money and he’d gotten what 
he wanted with no thought to anyone else. Isnt that what he did? Why should she be any 
different? 


“T must thank you, Lord Kirigan,”’ she said, remembering the service he was doing for her 
family, no matter that it felt like her life was over, “for everything you are doing for us.” 


“T could not stand by and watch your family come to ruin when I could do something,” he 
said, his voice low and soft. He gave her a small smile, but it didn t reach his eyes. “TI will 
leave you, there is much to arrange before we wed in a month.” 


She understood why they couldn t wait long after the reading of the banns, but she was a little 
surprised he hadnt purchased a common license so they could marry sooner. Why wait so 
long if he didn t have to? 


Instead of voicing her confusion, she nodded and rose when he did. She walked him to the 
door, clutching to the knowledge that she only had to hold on for a few more minutes before 
she could be alone. 


“Good day, Miss Starkov,” he said, his words still soft as he walked through the door the 
butler held open. 


Alina kept her composure after the door was closed and she walked upstairs to her bedroom. 
It wasn t until she was in her room that crumpled. With her back to her closed door, she slid 
down and fell into a heap on the floor as she buried her face in her hands and sobbed. 


Aleksander 


Chapter Summary 


Aleksander prepares for the wedding. 


Chapter Notes 


The angst continues this chapter with Aleksander having a lot of feelings about being 
married to Alina. Next chapter will be the wedding and I hope to have that out soon! 


Thank you to everyone for your comments and kudos! I'm loving the response to this 
fic! <3 


I also want to thank nightquills and Silberias for all their support with this fic! 


ETA: This beautiful updated chapter gif by cattycooper. 


Aleksander forced himself to keep a proper posture and neutral expression as he walked out 
of the Starkov’s townhouse and into his carriage. 


He’d known Miss Starkov did not like him, but it had killed him to see her look so broken. If 
this wasn’t to save her family from financial ruin and keep her from a truly awful marriage, 
he would have taken it back and walked out of her life forever. 


But that wasn’t possible. 


He slumped back against his seat as he settled into the carriage. There was much to be done 
to prepare for the wedding, but he wasn’t sure he would truly be able to prepare for a life 
where he was married to a woman who hated him. And not just any woman, but the woman 
he loved. 


It was a short trip back to his townhouse, and he forced himself to put his blank mask back on 
for the short walk from his carriage to his front door. It wouldn’t do for any rumors to spread 
that he was unhappy when it was announced that he and Miss Starkov were engaged. 


He walked inside and straight to the drawing room, where he knew he was likely to find Ulla 
and Zoya. He had written to his sister and sister-in-law when he’d begun negotiating with 
Miss Starkov’s father for her hand, and they had arrived shortly after. 


He had been grateful to see them both—it had been too long since their last visit—but he 
wished he could be sharing his excitement at his upcoming nuptials with them, instead of his 
worry that he was doing the wrong thing. 


Had it been selfish of him to pursue Miss Starkov’s hand like this? He’d known she wouldn’t 
like it, and had told himself that he wouldn’t get involved. That had changed the moment 
he’d heard Mikhael Volkov, a friend of Malyen’s, bragging about his intention to marry Miss 
Starkov. Volkov had the same undisciplined character as Malyen, although his family’s 
fortunes were much more secure. 


While Aleksander could not count Volkov as a close acquaintance, he knew enough about the 
man to know that Miss Starkov would not have a good life with him. He wouldn’t remain 
faithful and although his fortune was safe for now, he gambled recklessly and it was likely he 
wouldn’t always be able to provide for Miss Starkov and any children they would have. 


There had also been rumors—although Aleksander had never seen evidence himself—that 
Volkov had a violent temper when inebriated. 


Aleksander could never leave MIss Starkov to a life like that. He may be dooming them both 
to a loveless marriage, but at least he knew she would be safe with him. 


And perhaps they could learn to be friends one day. 


The look on Miss Starkov’s face when he’d met with her less than half an hour before flashed 
in his mind. She was unlikely to look at him favorably. 


No, they would live mostly separate lives and he would need to be satisfied with that. He 
knew many couples who lived their lives that way. He’d even thought that might be the case 
for him and it hadn’t bothered him much. But that was before he’d known his bride would be 
Miss Starkov. 


He would spend the rest of his life pining after her, even when she was technically his. 
“Aleksander?” 
Ulla stood as he walked in the drawing room and her wife, Zoya, was close behind. 


“How is she?” Ulla asked, her brow furrowed in concern. Aleksander had told both her and 
Zoya everything and they were aware of just how difficult this was going to be for both 
Aleksander and Miss Starkov. 


Aleksander shook his head. “She tried to hide it, but she was distressed. She still wants 
nothing to do with me.” 


“Tt is a lot for her to take in,” Zoya said, her tone firm, but no less affectionate for it. “Given 
what you’ve told us about her father, it’s very possible she’d only been told the news that 
morning. There is still hope.” 


Ulla nodded. “Once she is away from her brother and can learn who you really are for 
herself, things will change. I know it.” 


Aleksander gave them both a small smile although he did not feel it. “I appreciate both of you 
trying to reassure me, but I must be realistic. I don’t think I can hope for more than a possible 
friendship with her.” 


Ulla and Zoya exchanged a quick, worried look and Aleksander knew this wouldn’t be the 
last they would talk on this subject. It was, however, the last he wanted to hear of it today. 
“Would you mind terribly if I left you to see to wedding details? There is much to prepare.” 


Both women nodded. 
“Of course,” Ulla said, softly. “Do you want our assistance?” 


Aleksander shook his head. “Thank you, but I’d rather do this alone for now.” He felt so 


close to shattering into hundreds of pieces and he refused to have an audience for when he 
did break. 


Instead he turned, Ulla and Zoya’s concerned gazes heavy on his back as he walked to his 
study. He had much to do. 


He met with Miss Starkov and her family three more times leading up to the wedding. She 
looked more composed than she had that first meeting, but it was clear to him every time that 
this was the furthest thing from her choice. 


It made him sick to know that this wasn't the life she wanted and he had to remind himself 
that he was sparing her a worse alternative. 


She would likely never forgive him, but she would be safe. 


Not long after they had met, he had begun imagining what it might be like to be married to 
Alina—Miss Starkov. He’d imagined her smile as she accepted his proposal, how lovely she 
would look walking down the aisle towards him. He had imagined what it would be like to 
kiss her, to hold her, to wake up with her in his house and in his arms. 


She was to be his wife, but those daydreams would never come true. 


His home would fill, first with her and then with children, but would it ever truly be a home? 
He hoped it would be for their children—and he would love them just as fiercely as he loved 
their mother—but it wouldn’t be the home or solace from the world that he wanted. 


The thought of children reminded him of his duties in their conception. He would need to lie 
with her eventually—he did need an heir, after all—but they could wait. She was young, and 
it would be good to give her time to adjust to her new life. That he wasn’t looking forward to 
the act when she wasn’t eager was another reason to wait. 


If this had been anyone else, knowing his wife didn’t love him wouldn’t be cause for sorrow. 
He had always known he would need to marry, to ensure the family line remained unbroken. 
Before Miss Starkov, he hadn’t imagined his marriage would be a love match. He would find 
someone who would do the family name credit, but he planned on living almost separately 
from his wife. 


To keep away from Miss Starkov, especially when she bore his name and his children, would 
be torture. 


He tried to push aside such melancholy thoughts as his carriage pulled up to his townhouse as 
he returned from a meeting with his solicitor regarding the wedding. He wasn’t entirely 
successful in keeping his thoughts light, but hopefully he would be able to get through the 
papers waiting on the desk in his study. 


He would numb to his circumstances eventually. He could only pray it would be sooner 
rather than later. 


As he entered the townhouse, he heard feminine voices coming from the drawing room. He 
recognized Ulla and Zoya’s voices, and a third woman who was clearly their guest. He didn’t 
mind them receiving visitors in his home, and moved towards the study. 


He froze when he recognized the third voice as Miss Starkov’s. 


He should continue on to his study, close the door and stay there until she returned home. She 
wouldn’t want to see him. Ulla and Zoya must have invited her to talk about the wedding and 
get to know her better. They had made mention of wanting to visit with her before the 
wedding. 


He was glad for it. She perhaps wouldn’t hate them automatically, even if they were related to 
him, and she could have more support than he knew she was getting from her family. 


He would offer that support gladly, but he didn’t want to make her uncomfortable and instead 
turned his attention to all of the wedding arrangements. There was much to set in place in 
order to be ready for a new viscountess. 


Instead of walking away, he found himself moving toward the drawing room. He would look 
in briefly, just to get a glimpse of her, see how she was faring, and then he would walk away. 
She wouldn’t even need to know that he was home. 


He crept towards the drawing room, making sure to keep his footsteps soft. He stopped just 
close enough to look in and see Miss Starkov sitting across from Ulla and Zoya. There was 
slight tension in her shoulders, likely from being in his home when he could arrive any 
moment. Otherwise, she looked happy—smiling and talking easily with his sister and sister- 
in-law. 


Good. Ulla and Zoya would be able to help her before and after the wedding in ways he could 
not. 


“Aleksander? We weren’t expecting you back so soon.” 


Flushing slightly at being caught, Aleksander stepped forward at Ulla’s comment. He hated 
the way Miss Starkov seemed to harden, losing the ease and softness he had witnessed only 
moments earlier. He hated even more that he was the cause. 


“My meeting finished earlier than I had anticipated,” he said as he entered the room and 
bowed to the ladies. “I hadn’t realized Miss Starkov would be visiting today.” 


“Your sister invited me,” Miss Starkov said quietly, not quite meeting his eyes. 


He nodded. It was as he had suspected. “I’m glad you could get to know each other better,” 
he said, keeping his expression and tone even and neutral. He bowed once more, not wanting 
to leave Miss Starkov, but wanting even less to see her so uncomfortable in his presence. “I 
have business to attend to. Good day, Miss Starkov.” 


He walked away before he could see her reaction, but he wasn’t quick enough to miss the 
look of concern on Ulla’s face as he left. 


She and Zoya would try to talk to him about Miss Starkov again, although he couldn’t see the 
point. Their circumstances weren’t likely to change, and certainly not before the wedding. 
They would marry and he would try to concentrate on living his life and ensuring that Miss 
Starkov and any children she bore would be cared for. 


No, dwelling on it was not going to help anyone. 


He shut himself in his study, which was fortunately far enough away that with the door 
closed, he could no longer hear the women’s conversation. 


He began looking through the papers on his desk and allowed himself to sink into the solidity 
of the figures on the page. They were much easier for him to deal with than the problem of 
his upcoming wedding. 


In that, he continually felt as if he could do nothing right. 


He answered letters and looked over ledgers and worked through the stack of papers in short 
order. He opened a desk drawer, to put some of the papers away, and was reminded of the 
purchase he had made only a week prior. 


It was foolish to purchase a wedding gift for Alina. That wasn’t the kind of marriage they 
would have, where he bought her presents simply because he’d seen them and thought of her. 
But he had seen the small volume while looking for a book for Ulla’s birthday, a book that 
Miss Starkov had mentioned as one of her favorites during a stilted conversation with him 
shortly after they had become engaged. 


It was likely that the volume was one her father owned in his library and she wouldn’t be 
bringing it with her into her marriage. Even if she was already bringing the book with her, he 
hadn’t been able to stop imagining the book fitting perfectly in her small hands. 


She might just hate him even more for it—thinking him one of those gentlemen who tried to 
buy the affection of those in his life—but he found it difficult to deny her anything, even a 
book in a bookshop. 


He could only hope it would bring her some comfort in her new home. 
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You look lovely, my dear.” 


Alina looked in the mirror, giving her mother a smile that she didn’t feel. She was wearing 
her wedding dress, a soft blue, her hair done up in soft curls around her face, and she and her 
family simply needed to make their way to the chapel. 


Where she would shortly cease to be Alina Starkov and become Lady Kirigan. 


She would have lovely dresses and jewels and certainly more pin money than she’d ever had 
before, but she would also have a husband she could neither love nor respect. 


She had only had a month to come to terms with the fact that her life was going to change 
forever. She held little hope that it would be a positive change. 


She had always known her duty as a daughter was to marry well to benefit her family. She 
had simply thought she would have some choice in the identity of her future husband. That 
there would be a chance for happiness with the man she was bound to for the rest of her life. 


She could not hold any hope for that now. 


She was not worried that she would start crying and ruin the mood of the day. After crying 
frequently since being told of her fate, her eyes no longer had any tears left. 


She followed her mother dutifully downstairs, keeping her gaze downcast as she focused on 
keeping her despair out of her expression. She needed to look like a contented bride, 
marrying a handsome and wealthy viscount. She did not need to be in love with him, but she 
would be expected to be pleased at such a match. 


What did his looks and his money and his title mean when he could never make her happy? 
She understood that she was blessed for having gained such security in her marriage, but she 
could not truly feel lucky at all. 


The carriage ride from their house to St. George's was much too short. Everything was 
moving much too quickly, propelling her forward into her new life, her new identity. Toward 
her new husband. 


There was no hope of a rescue now. The banns had been read for three weeks. If anyone had 
a reason she should not marry Lord Kirigan, no one had come forward with it. 


No, her only way forward was this marriage. 


She stepped out of the carriage with a deep breath once they had reached the chapel. Her 
father led her inside the church, and then down the aisle. There was no comfort in the hand he 
placed over hers. Instead it was another sign that there was no changing her fate. 


Lord Kirigan stood by the clergyman, his eyes on her as she and her father walked toward 
him. His expression was carefully neutral, and she wasn’t able to even guess at how he might 
be feeling. 


Every time they had met, he had seemed hesitant, almost like he was apologetic, but that did 
not fit with what she knew about him. Why would he care that she had not chosen this 
marriage? 


Her father handed her over to Lord Kirigan, who took both of her hands in his. 
She looked down at their hands and could see his as nothing less than shackles. 


The ceremony itself was a blur, as she was only able to focus enough to say what she was 
supposed to when the clergyman prompted her. 


Before any time seemed to have passed at all, she and Lord Kirigan were being pronounced 
man and wife and her new husband was leading her back down the aisle and out of the 
church. 


He led her just as quietly to his carriage, which would take them to his townhouse—her new 
home—for the wedding breakfast. He helped her up into the carriage, and followed closely 
behind her. 


Once he shut the carriage door, they were entirely alone. 


No more chaperones, no more need for at least one other person on whom she could keep her 
attention. Simply her and her husband. 


He cleared his throat, and she would think him self conscious if she didn’t know better. 


She glanced up at him, wishing he did not feel the need to start a conversation. Did he not 
realize she did not want to talk to him? 


“T have something for you,” he said, reaching for a small wrapped package she hadn’t noticed 
before on the seat. 


“Oh,” she said, discomfort growing in her chest. “You did not need to.” 


“T know,” he said, shaking his head, “but I saw this in the bookshop and remembered you 
mentioning it was your favorite.” 


She accepted the package from him, curiosity warring with her desire to not accept any gift 
from him. She carefully opened the wrapping to reveal her favorite novel, one she could only 
just remember mentioning in passing once when he had been meeting with her and her 
parents. 


“Oh,” she said, as she opened it and ran her fingers down the title page. There was a copy of 
it in her father’s library but she wasn’t able to bring it with her. She’d thought she would need 
to buy one for herself later. 


But now she had her own copy. 


“Thank you,” she said, looking up at him and hating the swirl of emotions within her. She 
wished he wouldn’t try to be kind to her when she knew that wasn’t who he truly was. It 
confused her and she hated feeling like a naive, young woman to be manipulated by a 
handsome man. 


He smiled softly. “You’re welcome.” 


She dropped her eyes to the cover of the book in her lap, and they fell silent for the remainder 
of the ride. 


She enjoyed the wedding breakfast, if only because she was able to speak to her friends. She 
could forget, even for short moments, that she wasn’t in a new home she wasn’t familiar 
with, married to a man she could never love. 


The rest of the day moved both too slow and far too quickly. After the wedding breakfast 
ended and all of their guests had returned to their own homes, Lord Kirigan gave her a tour of 
the house. 


Ulla and Zoya joined them, for which she was grateful. They wouldn’t stay forever, but Alina 
appreciated not having to be alone with Lord Kirigan just yet. 


She spent the hours before dinner in her new room, reading the book Lord Kirigan had given 
her. 


Part of her hated that she could find comfort in something he had given her, but with her 
entire life changed only that morning, the familiar passages were a balm for her aching heart. 
She clung to the story she knew so well, the only anchor she had in these uncharted waters. 


She dressed for dinner when the time came and took a deep breath before leaving her room to 
walk to the dining room. 


Lord Kirigan was mostly silent during dinner, his focus on his meal, as his sister and sister- 
in-law spoke to her animatedly. 


She quite liked Ulla and Zoya, even if she was wary of their connection to Lord Kirigan, but 
she would take their friendship, at least until she felt more settled in her new role. 


With such engaging conversation partners, dinner passed far too quickly and then Ulla and 
Zoya were excusing themselves. 


Alina wished they had stayed, not wanting to be alone with Lord Kirigan. 
Her husband. 


He stood and Alina followed suit, her hands clenching uselessly at her side. Would he 
exercise his husbandly rights now? Would he follow her to her room? She’d hoped she would 
have a little more time to prepare herself. 


He held out his arm to her, and when she took it—her hand surprisingly steady—he led her 
out of the dining room. 


“Good night,” he said when they were at the foot of the stairs. “Lady Kirigan,” he added, 
almost as an afterthought, his voice low. He let go of her arm and moved to walk away, 
towards his study. 


She was relieved for the extra time. “I will see you tonight,” she said, not quite able to reach 
his eyes, her gaze landing near his mouth. She turned quickly and moved up the stairs. 


“T do not—” 
She stopped and turned back to him, as he broke off. 


He cleared his throat and started again. “I do not expect anything tonight,” he said, his 
expression and voice completely neutral. 


Her brow furrowed. “Do you not need an heir?” 
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He let out a heavy breath. ““We do not need to start tonight. I want to give you time to adjust. 


She didn’t understand it, was it not her duty to bear his children? As nervous as she was, the 
sooner she could provide him with an heir, the sooner they could live almost entirely separate 
lives. 


“Lord Kirigan,” she said, meeting his eyes and drawing on all of her strength to say what she 
needed to say. She was just so tired. “We both knew my role when we wed. I am to bear your 
children. Let us not delay.” 


His eyes closed briefly, before he opened them again and nodded. “You are right. I will see 
you tonight.” He bowed to her before he walked away, not giving her the opportunity to 
respond. 


He was acting so strangely for a man who had arranged events in his favor without any 
thought to what she wanted. 


Did he not want her? And why did that thought cause a burn in her chest? 


Shaking her head, she continued upstairs to her new rooms. She stayed quiet as her maid 
helped her ready for bed, everything from the day seemed to crash in around her. 


She had known her life was changing, but it was so much more real now that she was Lady 
Kirigan, now that she was in his home. 


She almost wished she had accepted Lord Kirigan’s offer to wait, but no. It was better this 
way. There was no sense in delaying her duty. The sooner she laid with him, the sooner she 
could have his child. 


The image of a small, dark haired child with her eyes flashed in her mind and she had to 
close her eyes at how much she longed for such a child. She may be stuck in a marriage with 
a man she despised, but she would love her children. The sooner they were born, the sooner 
she could begin building her life with—for—them. 


Before she could follow the daydream any further, there was a knock at her door. 
“Come in,” she said, proud of how even her voice sounded. 


Lord Kirigan stepped inside, his jacket and vest gone, looking much less formal than she had 
ever seen him. 


She saw her own nervousness reflected in his eyes before he schooled his expression back 
into that neutral mask. 


“T want this to be good for you,” he said quietly as he met her where she stood in the middle 
of the room, the large bed behind her. “Tell me if I do something you don’t like.” 


She nodded, although she didn’t like any of this. 


He reached his hand out to cup her cheek gently before he leaned down and brought his lips 
to hers. 


She gasped against his mouth, her traitorous body warming all over at the contact. 


Marie had explained what to expect on her wedding night, and she had told her that it could 
be pleasant for the wife as well. 


“More than pleasant,” she had added with a flushed grin. 


Marie’s marriage had been a love match, however, and Alina hadn’t expected to feel this 
good. Guilt rose through her as she pushed tentatively into the kiss, not sure exactly how to 
move her mouth against his. How could she enjoy the touches of a man she so despised? 


His movements had started slow and gentle as he explored her mouth, but soon enough he 
deepened the kiss, and the warmth building in her belly seemed to fan into a flame. 


She made a broken sound against his lips, her desire fighting with self recrimination. 


He broke the kiss, and her eyes flew open to see he had taken a large step away from her. 
There was a wild, pained look in his eye she didn’t understand. 


“I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t—” he broke off, looking at anything but her. 
“I’m sorry,” he repeated before he walked quickly out of the room, leaving her standing alone 
in the middle of the room, her lips still tingling. 


Aleksander 
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Aleksander was out of the house early the next morning, the first light of dawn just starting to 
peek over the horizon. 


He couldn’t risk running into Alina before he managed to get his thoughts and emotions 
under control. He had no idea what to say to her, how to move forward in their marriage. 


He took his carriage to the Kostyk's, needing somewhere he felt safe and comfortable, 
somewhere that wasn’t his own home. They may not appreciate the early hour, but surely 
they would understand why he had come. 


The butler’s face was impassive as he showed Aleksander inside and told him to wait while 
he informed David that he had a visitor. 


Aleksander ran his hands down his face. He should have stayed home, but she was there and 
he was still unsettled from the night before. Her reasoning for why he should lie with her was 
sound, and he had thought he could go through with it. 


He had known it was coming when he’d married her, and he could make sure it was as 
pleasant for her as possible. 


But then she’d moaned against his mouth, the sound full of both passion and self reproach. 
She did not want any of this. He had practically forced her into marriage with him. He would 
not force her into his bed, no matter what she said about children or duty. 


“Aleksander, what is the matter?” his cousin, David, asked as he came down the stairs 
wearing his banyan, his brows drawn tightly together in concern. 


Aleksander sighed. “I am sorry for disturbing you so early, David, but I needed to get away.” 
His answer only deepened the concern in David’s expression. “Did something happen?” 


Aleksander’s eyes fell closed. “I am a fool, that is what happened,” he said, opening his eyes 
again. He was so fired and it was not the kind of fatigue that sleep would cure. 


The sympathy in David’s eyes felt like an accusation he knew was not actually there. No one 
had told him explicitly not to marry Miss Starkov, but all of his friends had been 
apprehensive when he had shared his plans with them. 


He had known this would not be an easy path, but he had not truly understood just how 
difficult it would be to have her in his home and under his protection when all she felt for him 
was hatred. 


“Wait for me in the parlor,” David said, resting a hand on Aleksander’s shoulder. “I will go 
tell Genya you are here, she was worried.” 


Aleksander nodded and moved to the parlor, sinking into one of the chairs as he entered, his 
head falling back. He closed his eyes, not able to stop the images of how Alina had looked 
when he’d pulled back from kissing her out of his mind. He knew it was wrong, but he didn’t 
want to forget what she had looked like. Hair down, slightly mussed from his hands, in only 
her nightgown, her eyes closed and her soft lips parted. 


He wanted her—/oved her—but she wanted no part in anything to do with him. How could 
he find her so appealing even in her begrudging acceptance? Did that make him no better 


than the kind of man he’d been trying to save her from? 


“Aleksander.” Genya’s soft voice came from the doorway and he opened his eyes and turned 
his head to see both her and David taking a seat across from him. 


“T am sorry to disturb you, Genya,” he said, hating how tired and defeated he sounded. Felt. 
She gave him a soft, pitying smile. ““What happened, Aleksander?” 


He sighed, and haltingly told them what had occurred the night before, how he had acted and 
how he had run from his bride without even the slightest explanation. What must she think of 
him? Surely her opinion of him was even worse than when they wed. 


And here he was, running again. He could not bear to see her now, however. Not yet. 
He kept his gaze down, not wanting to see their reaction to his story. 
“Oh, Aleksander,” Genya said on a sympathetic sigh. 


He closed his eyes tightly at the wave of tears that threatened to fall. His sleep the night 
before had been fitful and he had only gotten a few hours of sleep in pieces, waking up every 
hour or so, his aching heart making sleep difficult. 


He covered his eyes with his hand, shaking as the tears came despite his best efforts. He 
heard Genya get up and leave the room, but could only focus on just how deep the pain in his 
chest was, how the years looming ahead of both him and Alina felt insurmountable. 


What had he done? 


By the time his tears had slowed and he was able to find some measure of composure, Genya 
had returned. He wiped his eyes with his handkerchief, and tried to push through the shame 
he felt at having lost so much control. 


“T have had one of the guest rooms made up for you,” Genya said, her voice soft, with a hint 
of command behind it. “Get some rest if you can.” 


Aleksander nodded. He wanted them to tell him what to do, how to fix the mess his life had 
become, but what was there to say? He had brought this upon himself and he would need to 
live with it. 


But perhaps in this house that was almost as familiar as his own, where his new wife wasn’t 
sleeping just down the hall, he could get some rest. 


When he laid down in the guest room, his exhaustion caught up with him as he closed his 
eyes, and sleep soon came for him. 


He woke several hours later, the sun streaming through the window a different quality than 
when he’d gone to sleep. His mind felt a little clearer being more rested, but it did nothing for 
the pain in his heart. 


David and Genya only nodded when he asked if he could stay the night, not quite ready to go 
home. He spent the next day quietly, reading in their library and alternating between thinking 
about Alina and trying not to think about Alina. 


Their morning and midday meals were quiet, an oppressive sort of melancholy settling over 
the three of them. He knew he could not stay there, but going back to his own house seemed 
far too daunting. 


He returned to the library after lunch, where Genya found him some time later staring at the 
same page that he had been trying to read for the past half hour. 


"Aleksander," Genya said as she took the seat opposite him, her voice soft and her eyes full 
of sympathy, "You know you are always welcome here, but it is ttme. Go home to your wife." 


Hearing Alina referred to as his wife brought a spike of exhilaration followed by grief at what 
he would never have. Her love. 


Genya was right, however, and he could not stay away any longer. 


“Thank you,” he said, with a soft smile that he was sure did not hide any of the sorrow that he 
felt. 


He had not brought anything with him, and was not able to delay his departure by gathering 
his things. 


David and Genya both saw him off and the carriage ride back to his home felt much shorter 
than normal. Taking a deep breath when he arrived, he exited the carriage and walked up the 
steps to his house. 


When he entered the house, his hopes for Alina to be out or in her rooms were dashed as she 
came down the stairs. 


He tensed, unsure how to act. “Lady Kirigan,” he murmured, sketching a bow. 


“Lord Kirigan,” she said, curtsying once she had descended the stairs. “I was unsure where 
you had gone,” she said quietly. 


Guilt rose up within him sharply. “I had business to attend to,” he said stiffly, hating the lie 
even as it came out of his mouth. 


She nodded, although it was clear she did not believe him. She seemed to stand up straighter 
and he could almost see her putting on a sort of invisible armor, preparing herself for what 
she would say next. “Why did you leave that night?” 


Shame and longing and pain threatened to engulf him. He had thrown away any hope of a life 
filled with love and true companionship in order to protect her. He only wanted to do right by 
her. Why couldn’t that be enough? Did she have to take his heart into her hands and dissect 
it? 


He closed his eyes for a moment before he forced them open again, blinking back tears as he 
looked at her. 


Hadn’t he given enough, sacrificed enough? 


“Have you not figured it out?” he said, his voice thick with the tears he tried to keep at bay. 
He’d tried so hard to hide how he felt about her, but how could he truly hide that he loved her 
with everything in him? 


She looked at him in surprise, her mouth open slightly. 
He could see the moment she realized what he meant. 


“T have no expectations—” he began, breaking off as he looked away, not able to keep his 
eyes on her. “This isn’t what I wanted,” he said, the words sounding paltry to his own ears. 
What did it matter what he wanted when she was trapped with a man she hated? 


He took a deep breath and met her eyes again. “I have no intentions of trying to change your 
mind or making this anything more than it is.” 


“Why marry me at all?” she asked, her voice small and confused. 


He dropped his eyes. “When I heard about your family’s financial troubles, I was determined 
not to interfere. I could help, but I didn’t want you to be trapped in this life.” He shook his 
head, pushing back his anger as he recalled the way Mr. Volkov had spoken about Alina. As 
if she was an animal to hunt, a trophy to be won. 


“T overheard another man with the means to help your family talking about his plans to ask 
for your hand. He is not known to be kind or to care about what the people who depend on 
him want as long as he gets his way.” He sighed, forcing himself to meet her eyes again. She 
deserved that much. She deserved much more, but that was what he could offer. 


“T know you likely see me the same way, although I’m not sure exactly what you think you 
know about me. I could not stand by and watch a man like that harm you and break your 
spirit.”” He swallowed thickly. “Not when I could ensure your safety and security.” 


She nodded, her gaze trained downward. She looked bewildered and overwhelmed and what 
he would not give to make her happy. 


But for all his wealth and influence, that was not something that was within his power. 


When she spoke, she did not meet his eyes, her voice shaking slightly. “And children? I 
understand that this is not the marriage either of us hoped for, but surely—” she broke off, her 
eyes closed. She took a breath and met his gaze. “You need an heir, and I would...like 
children.” 


Could he do nothing right when it came to her? He could so clearly picture her as a mother, 
as the mother of his children. It was a vision that both enraptured and burned him. 


But how could he deny her something she wanted when he had taken away any hope of a 
happy marriage from her? 


“T need time,” he said, not successful in keeping the pleading note from his voice. “But we 
will have children. I promise.” 


There was longing and pain and distrust in her eyes, and it felt like she had driven a dagger 
into his heart and twisted it. He would keep his promise, but he needed just a short while 
longer to adjust to this new life of theirs and all that came with it. 


“T promise,” he said, his voice rough. He bowed, not able to meet her eyes any longer. “Good 
day, Lady Kirigan,” he said before he turned and walked away from her as quickly as he 
could. 
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Alina pasted a smile on her face as she knocked on the door of her parents’ townhouse. Only 
a week ago, it had been her home too, but she had a new home. 


A new home with her incredibly confusing husband. 


She had not seen him for more than a few brief moments in passing since he revealed his 
feelings for her. She had known he wanted to marry her, but had not thought that he actually 
loved her. After he had walked away, her mind had been a whirling mess and her first instinct 
had been to brush his confession off as a lie, as a way to manipulate her. 


As she revisited her memory of the interaction, however, she could not deny the truth of his 
feelings. The look in his eyes, the tears he’d fought, all proved that he was not lying to her. 


She still was not sure what to do with this new information. The way forward in her marriage 
seemed shadowed, as if she was in a dark room and there was not enough light to tell which 
way she should go. 


This visit with her family would be good for her. She was comfortable there and knew where 
she stood with everyone. She would need to navigate her new role in the family as a married 
woman, but surely it would be more comfortable here than at her new home. 


She was so tired of walking on eggshells. 


Her smile turned more genuine as the door opened to reveal their butler, Richards. He 
ushered her in, and she took in a deep, calming breath in the familiar foyer. Yes, this visit had 
been a good idea. 


“Your parents are out at the moment,” Richards said, “but your brother is in the drawing 
room.” 


Alina nodded and thanked him. She pushed aside her disappointment over missing her 
parents. Her visit had been impromptu. The almost suffocating nature of her new home had 
driven her to the carriage and then to her family. It would be good to visit with Mal. 


She moved toward the drawing room, happy to see another familiar face. She had not been 
able to truly relax or feel comfortable in her time at her new home and she was so fatigued 
from the tension that seemed like another member of the household. 


When she entered the drawing room and found Mal sitting on the sofa, she expected him to 
look up with a smile. He would be happy to see her and she could have a momentary respite 
from the stress of the past month. 


Instead, he barely gave her a smile and it clearly was not genuine. 


Perhaps he was having a bad day, and this mood had nothing to do with her. She refused to 
waste this opportunity to spend time with him. 


“How are you?” she asked as she sat down in the chair across from him and gave him the 
smile she wished she had received. Since she had been out, she had seen Mal almost every 
day, not to mention her parents. It was strange going so long without seeing them while still 
remaining in London. 


“T am well,” he said, with that same slight smile he had given her before. 


She was not sure how to respond to such an answer, and waited for him to elaborate or to ask 
how she had been since the wedding. 


Mal was silent. 


“Ts something wrong?” she asked, hating how already it felt like she didn’t quite belong in 
the house. 


Mal’s eyes were hard, his mouth turned down in a frown as he answered. “You have 
changed.” 


“Since you saw me a week ago?” she asked, unable to keep the hurt from her voice. “I am 
still your sister. I am the same person. The only change is that I am married now.” 


“Exactly,” he said, still looking at her with an accusatory expression she had never seen him 
level at her. “He is all over you. How could you have married him?” 


Alina’s mouth fell open. Did he think she had wanted to marry Lord Kirigan? “It was not my 
choice.” 


Mal continued on as if she had not spoken. “I knew someone who wanted to marry you, 
someone who could have saved our family from ruin. But you had to marry Lord Kirigan. 
You know what kind of man he is.” 


Alina’s mind was whirling. What was this? Who was this man who looked like her brother? 
She did not know why he was saying such cruel things to her, but she already felt so fragile 
with everything that had happened. She could not stay here any longer. 


“T did not want this either,” she said quietly, not quite able to meet his gaze. “I am sorry to 
have taken up your time.” She stood and walked out of the room, fighting back tears as she 
walked out of the house and back into her carriage. 


Was nowhere to be home? 


She gave her driver new directions and let the tears fall. 


The carriage stopped outside Marie Beznikov's townhouse not long after. Alina hoped that 
her friend would be home. She didn't think she could go back to her husband's townhouse just 
yet, not with how Mal's accusations had wounded her. 


Instead she had the carriage driver take her to Marie's townhouse. It was the only place she 
could think of to go with her emotions in such a turmoil. 


She had other friends in town—Genya Kostyk’s name had crossed her mind—but none that 
she had known for as long as she knew Marie. She was not sure how much she could trust the 
friends she'd made this season. 


When the front door was opened by the Beznikov's butler, relief flooded her when he told her 
that Marie was home to visitors. He led her to the drawing room where Marie waited, her 


friend’s smile fading into a look of concern when she took in Alina’s expression. 


"What is wrong, Alina?" Marie asked as the butler left and they sat next to each other on the 
sofa. 


Alina squeezed her eyes shut for a moment as she tried to figure out just how to share what 
had happened when her mind was such a jumble. 


She opened her eyes, but kept her gaze on her hands and haltingly told Marie everything— 
what Mal had said to her as well her strange and confusing interactions with her husband. 


"I feel so lost," Alina said, wishing she could simply go to sleep and wake up to find this all a 
nightmare. 


"I am so sorry," Marie said, leaning in to hug her tightly. "I knew the marriage was a shock 
but I had not realized how difficult this week had been for you." 


"Oh, Marie, I do not know what to do," Alina said as she fought back tears and pushed 
through the fatigue that fell over her like a heavy blanket. 


Silence lay thick between them for several moments before Marie spoke, sounding hesitant. 
"Alina, why exactly do you dislike Lord Kirigan?" 


Alina looked up in surprise. That was not the kind of response she had been expecting and 
the slightly guarded expression on Marie's face caused her stomach to twist painfully, 
nervous at what was coming. 


"I was not out then," Alina said, realizing she had never talked with Marie about this incident, 
"but a few years ago, Mal wanted to court a woman who he thought would be a good wife. 
Lord Kirigan found out and despite not being interested in the woman himself, he spoke to 
her at a ball the three of them were at and told her lies about Mal. She would not associate 
with him after that." 


Alina could remember clearly just how heartbroken Mal had been when he had told her what 
had happened. No matter how kind Lord Kirigan had been to her in the last month, it could 
not erase how he had hurt her brother. 


"That is not what happened, Alina," Marie said slowly, looking disquieted. 


"What are you talking about?" Alina asked with a shake of her head. She was not sure she 
wanted to know but she could not cling to ignorance any longer. 


"I was at that ball," Marie said and Alina knew her world was about to be well and truly 
turned topsy turvy. "Lord Kirigan was not trying to interfere with your brother's courtship. 
Mal had never shown any interest in the young woman previously. He was trying to convince 
her to join him, alone, in a private part of the house." 


Alina's eyes widened in alarm. If the two of them had been caught, the girl would have been 
ruined. 


"Lord Kirigan stopped them and the girl returned to the ball. I do not think many people 
noticed, but I was speaking with Lord Kirigan and Mr. and Mrs. Kostyk when Lord Kirigan 
noticed what Mal was doing." 


Alina had nothing to say in response. What was there to say when hearing something like that 
about a family member? 


She would not have thought it possible for Mal to behave in such a way. The way he had 
looked at her that afternoon, with such anger over something she had not chosen flashed in 
her mind. 


Just how well did she know her brother? He had been spending more and more time in town 
the last few years and he hadn't had as much time for her as he used to when they were small. 


If this was true, she had been an utter fool and was the worst wife to a man who was simply 
trying to do the right thing. 


Nausea settled heavy in her stomach as she processed what Marie had told her. Could she 
really have been that naive and gullible? 


She did not want to believe it of Mal. She had known him her whole life and had always 
looked up to him, had loved him as much as a younger sister could love an elder brother. 


As she turned this new information over in her mind, however, she could not help but recall 
small behaviors of Mal's over the season. How late he would stay out, how uninterested he 
sometimes seemed in learning how to manage the estate from father. How his expression 
when he looked at beautiful young women was slightly leering. 


She had brushed them all off before, firm in the belief of her beloved brother's goodness. The 
memories flooded her mind and she knew Marie was telling the truth. 


"I am such a fool," she said, the shame and horror she felt at being so easily manipulated 
threatening to overwhelm her. 


Surely much of the ton knew about Mal’s behavior. How they must have looked down on 
naive little Alina Starkov who did not realize just what kind of man her brother was. 


“Mal broke your trust,” Marie said with a firm shake of her head. “I did not realize he had 
told you outright falsehoods or I would have said something sooner. I know how much you 
looked up to him.” 


What burned the most was how badly she had behaved towards Lord Kirigan. His only real 
crime was to love her and to save her and her family in their time of need. He had agreed to a 
life with a woman he knew hated him, all because he did not want to see her hurt. 


What had seemed as true a fact as the blue sky outside, that her brother was a good man and 
that her husband was not, was revealed as false and she was not sure how to move forward. 

Her parents had shown little sympathy in the weeks leading up to her wedding and now she 
could not rely on Mal either. 


Could she and Lord Kirigan become friends, could they have a happy marriage, even if she 
did not come to love him? 


All she knew was that he deserved none of her enmity and she had behaved like a child who 
thought they knew what was best. 


Marie was looking at her in concern, but all Alina wanted was to be alone. She could go 
home, to her room, and try to make sense of everything that she had learned. 


How was one supposed to move on from such a revelation? 


She bid Marie goodbye, and thanked her for telling her the truth. It had been difficult to hear, 
but she did not want to continue to be manipulated. It was better to have all the facts, no 
matter how much learning them stung. 


The drive home seemed both too short and too long, her body feeling like it could not keep 
her together, as her emotions went every which way. 


Shame and a healthy dose of embarrassment were at the forefront, as well as the grief she felt 
at losing the man she thought she knew as her brother. 


She entered the townhouse quietly and made a move for the stairs when she heard footsteps 
to her left. She turned to see Lord Kirigan walking towards his study. He bowed stiffly, his 

expression that neutral mask he had taken to wearing around her, before he straightened up 
and continued walking. 


She had thought she wanted nothing more than to be alone, but now that he was in front of 
her, she was painfully aware of how she had hurt him. It would not be enough, but she 
needed to make some sort of start at amends. 


“Lord Kirigan,” she said, her voice sounding rough. It was clear the tears she had fought off 
were much closer to the surface than she had thought. 


He turned, and she thought she caught a flash of misery before he covered it up. “Yes, Lady 
Kirigan?” 


She swallowed, wishing more than anything that she had never been put in this position, that 
she had not believed a lie so readily. “There are things I would say,” she said, not quite sure 
how to continue. “I have wronged you.” 


He looked surprised, but he was still guarded. 
She could not blame him. 


She almost thought he might deny her—and did she really deserve for him to listen to her 
after how she had treated him?—but then he nodded stiffly and gestured for her to join him in 
the drawing room. 


She followed behind him and prayed she could fix the damage she had wrought. 


Aleksander 
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Aleksander settled into one of the chairs across from the sofa where Alina sat, looking uneasy 
and twisting her hands together. 


I have wronged you. 


Did that mean she had learned the truth about his interactions with her brother? Was her 
hatred of him to come to an end? He knew he could not count on her learning to love him, 
but perhaps they could build a life and a partnership together. 


It was not near enough to what he truly wanted, but it would be better for both of them if they 
could more easily work together. 


She looked much less put together than she usually did and it made his heart throb painfully 
to think of how she must have found out the truth. She idolized her brother, what must she be 
feeling to know that the brother she loved was not the man she thought he was? 


She took in a deep breath and lifted her head to look at him. “I must apologize, Lord Kirigan. 
I was misinformed about your true character.” 


There was nothing he would not give to take this away from her. He wanted her opinion of 
him to improve, but he did not want this. She looked like her entire world had shifted, leaving 
her unsettled and on shaky ground. 


He never wanted this for her. 


“T am sorry, Lady Kirigan, I know this must be distressing,” he said quietly. He wished he 
could take her in his arms and comfort her through this, but even with her new understanding, 
she would not welcome that. 


“What are you apologizing for?” she asked, her torment clear on her face. “I have done 
nothing but vilify you and treat you poorly when you do not deserve it. You are a much better 
man than I knew and I am sorry for how I have repaid every kindness you have shown myself 
and my family.” 


He forced himself to stay in his seat, to give her space, but he did shift forward in the seat and 
lean in closer to her. “Lady Kirigan, you were given bad information. I do not blame you.” 


She looked away. "I feel so foolish.” she said, her shame clear in her tone. 


"You trusted someone who should have honored that trust," he said, keeping his voice gentle. 
He truly did not blame her, even if he had felt the painful consequences of her actions. He did 
not want her to experience any more misery. “He is at fault. Not you.” 


She bit her lip and turned her head to look at him. “I should have known. You have been 
nothing but good and kind to me.” 


He shook his head. “I think we are both aware that there are those who will treat someone 
well only to get what they want before they reveal their true colors. You were right to be 
cautious given the information you had.” 


She let out a bitter laugh, wet with her unshed tears. “I do not deserve to be so defended by 
you, sir. I have treated you abominably.” 


“T think you are punishing yourself enough. I do not need to add to it,” he said softly. “We 
could start over if you would like? I cannot vouch for all of my behavior since we became 
engaged either.” 


She opened her mouth and looked like she might argue that point before she closed it again. 
She nodded. “I would like that,” she said, her voice quiet. 


He stood and gave her a low bow. “It is lovely to meet you, I am Lord Kirigan, although my 
friends call me Aleksander.” He wasn’t sure she would use his Christian name, as much as he 
longed to hear it from her lips. 


She gave him a shy smile as she rose from her seat and curtsied. “It is wonderful to meet you, 
Aleksander. I am Lady Kirigan, but you may call me Alina.” 


His name out of her mouth sounded as sublime as he thought it might and he smiled. “Alina,” 
he said, finally able to say it out loud. He sat back down and she followed suit. “I want you to 
be comfortable here, Alina,” he said, unable to resist saying her name again. “I don’t have 
any expectations as to your feelings for me, but I do think we can be friends.” 


She nodded and gave him a small smile. “I think we can build a life together. I cannot make 
any promises about how my feelings may change, but I do want to get to know you better.” 


"In that case, would you join me for dinner, Alina?" They had been mostly taking their meals 
separately. She had avoided him as much as she could and it was too painful to be in her 
presence when she felt nothing for him but hatred. Ulla and Zoya had left a few days after the 
wedding for a planned visit to Zoya’s family, but they had promised to return at any time if 
either Aleksander or Alina needed them. 


He wanted to ask Alina to spend time with him right then as dinner was still a few hours off, 
but she still looked shaken and surely she would be desiring some time alone. 


"T will," she said with a soft smile. 


He hoped he would see that smile directed his way much more now that they had determined 
to be friendly. 


He stood and bowed again. "I will see you for dinner, Alina," he said as she rose and curtsied 
in return. 


It was more difficult to walk away from her than he would have thought, but he would be 
seeing her soon and he had more hope for their marriage—even if she never came to love him 
the way he loved her—than he had ever before. 


Since the moment he spoke to her parents about his offer of marriage, there was a lightness in 
his heart. 


It was only a few short hours between their conversation and dinner, but the time had moved 
slowly as he waited to see her again. Now that they could be in each other's presence without 
heavy silence and stilted exchanges only when necessary, he wanted to spend as much time 
with her as possible. 


He wanted to know everything about her—her likes, her dislikes, her hopes and dreams as 
well as her fears and worries. He would do what he could to support her in what she desired 
and to solve any of her problems. If she would let him. 


He took a deep breath and reminded himself to go slow. She may know the truth and be open 
to a friendship with him, but she had also learned an awful truth about a close family 
member. 


It would be a difficult transition for her and he refused to make it worse by pushing her into a 
change in their dynamic more quickly than she was ready. 


He reminded himself of this as he walked to the dining room. He would let her set the pace. 
He wanted her to be comfortable in her own home. He knew she had not been thus far into 
their marriage but that could be remedied now. 


He could not help his small smile as he saw her waiting for him outside the dining room. 


She returned it and he was grateful to see that it was genuine. There was an understandable 
tinge of sadness around her expression, but mostly she seemed pleased to see him. 


He offered her his arm, and when she took it easily, he had to remind himself again of his 
vow to go slowly and to take her cue in all of it. It was divine to have her so close to him, her 
arm in his. He reluctantly let her go as he led her to his seat. He wanted to take the seat next 
to her, but his place was at the other end of the table and to change the order of things now 
would not make her comfortable, he was sure. 


They were silent as dinner was served and they both began eating, both of them seemingly 
unsure of how to start a conversation. 


There were so many things he wanted to ask her, but he was not sure the best place to start. 


"I was thinking of paying Mrs. Kostyk a visit tomorrow," Alina said, slight hesitance in her 
words. 


He smiled. He knew Genya liked Alina and they had been forming a friendship before he had 
married Alina. "I think that is a wonderful idea. If it is alright with you, I would like to 
accompany you. There are matters I would like to discuss with David. I can always speak to 
him at another time if you would prefer to go alone," he said, not wanting her to feel 
pressured to accept his request. 


“No,” Alina said, shaking her head slightly. “You are welcome to join me.” 


He smiled and returned to his meal. They ate in a companionable silence for a few moments 
before a thought occurred to him and he had to speak. “I am glad that we are becoming 


friends, but I also know that there has been much change and many revelations for you 
recently. Please tell me if you need time to yourself.” 


She gave him a grateful smile. “I appreciate that and I will be sure to tell you, although I am 
fine at present.” She paused for a moment as if gathering her thoughts. “You are right, so 
many things have happened lately, and it will take time to accept them all, but I do not want 
to sit in my room or the library or the drawing room by myself dwelling on painful 
circumstances. Besides,” she said, her tone becoming lighter, “I believe that we could both 
use each other as a friend.” 


He nodded. “I think you are right, Alina.” 


She blushed slightly. “I wanted to thank you again for my wedding present. Having 
something so familiar and loved has been wonderful.” 


“You're welcome,” he said, with a nod, warmth spreading through him to know that his gift 
was so comforting. “I saw it and remembered you mentioning it. I wanted you to have 
something like that as you transitioned into your life as Lady Kirigan.” 


“T did not truly understand that before, but I am so grateful for it.” 
“T am glad,” he said, his voice softer than he intended. 
She dropped her gaze, but she was smiling as she took a few more bites of her meal. 


Even with their misunderstandings addressed, they still knew so little about each other and he 
cast around for a new conversation topic. Memories of the first time he saw her floated 
through his mind and he smiled at the reminder of how beautifully she had sung. 


“T believe you have not spent much time in the music room,” he said, keeping his tone light. 
“Tf you would like, we could retire there after dinner. I would like to hear you sing again if 
you are willing.” 


She nodded. “I would like that.” 


They passed the rest of the meal talking about trivial topics—mutual acquaintances and 
shared interests and the like. It may have been light conversation, but he learned much about 
her through it and cherished the opportunity to know her better. 


Once they had both finished eating, he walked over to her seat and offered his arm. She kept 
herself close to him as they walked to the music room and he tried to not focus too much on 
the nearness of her. 


It was difficult to see her to the pianoforte and walk away to take his seat, but as he settled in 
his chair, he was looking forward to hearing her sing again. Her voice was what had first 
caught his attention, and then she took him the rest of the way to falling in love. 


She played the introduction to the song, one he recognized as a popular tune for young 
women to learn, and her playing was beautiful and passionate, but when she began to sing he 
felt as if he was transcended to a higher plane simply through her voice. 


When she finished, he clapped enthusiastically. He had wished to hear her sing again since 
the first time he’d heard her. “That was magnificent, Alina.” 


She blushed, giving him a bashful smile. “Thank you, Aleksander.” 
“Could I persuade you to play another?” he asked, praying she said yes. 


She nodded, her gaze dropping to the piano keys. “I have not indulged myself in music lately. 
I have missed it.” 


“You must use this room whenever you would like,” he said, not wanting her to feel like she 
could not do what she loved in her own home. 


She nodded. “TI will. Thank you.” 


He hoped she would be willing to sing for him going forward. He would never tire of the 
sound of her voice. 


He sat back in his chair as she began playing the second piece, basking in the hope for their 
future that had been restored to him. 
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Alina stopped in her bedroom to grab the book she had left on the nightstand. As she picked 
it up, she couldn’t help but smile at the vase of blue irises sitting next to it. She ran a finger 
over a velvet soft petal as she remembered how tender Aleksander had looked when he’d 
given them to her the day before. She had mentioned how she missed having fresh flowers, 
not meaning to imply she thought he should buy her flowers but simply because it had come 
up in conversation. 


He had remembered that her favorite flowers were blue irises from an offhand comment she 
had made during one of their walks days before. When he’d presented her with the bouquet, a 
warm, fluttering feeling had risen in her chest and she’d pressed her nose to the petals to 
smell their perfume. 


She had not been ignorant of the way he’d looked at her with love and longing, although she 
could see he had tried to hide it. Part of her had wanted to reach out and let him know he 
wasn’t the only one with romantic feelings. 


She had only just realized that what she was feeling for him was more than one might feel for 
a friend, even if that friend was one's spouse. It had not even been a fortnight since she had 
learned the truth and they had started to get to know each other better. 


Book in hand, she walked toward the library where Aleksander was waiting for her, with his 
own book to read. 


She still burned with embarrassment and shame sometimes when she thought about how 
poorly she had treated this wonderful man who had done nothing but help her and be kind. 
She had truly misunderstood her husband and she ached as she thought about all the pain she 
had caused him. 


She had tried to apologize again after her first apology and he had simply shaken his head. 
“You were acting on bad information,” he said, his voice low and soft, neither of them 
mentioning that it was Mal who had given her that information. “Let us not think on it any 
longer. We should focus on the future, about being on better terms going forward.” 


“Think only of the past as its remembrance gives you pleasure?” she had asked with a smile, 
recalling the line from one of her favorite novels. 


He had chuckled and nodded. “Yes, exactly.” 


She had thought it might be uncomfortable or stilted, spending more time with Aleksander, 
but it had been so easy. Their conversations flowed between them as they shared about 
themselves and took note of the things they learned about the other. 


When he had said he thought they could be friends, she had been content with that outcome. 
She knew many marriages where the husband and wife could work together in an amiable 
partnership. Not everyone was lucky enough to have a love match, afterall. Friendship would 
be wonderful, especially after their rocky beginning. 


She no longer thought she could be content with simply friendship. She wanted the easiness 
they’d fallen into and so much more. She knew that Aleksander loved her and all it would 


take was an indication from her that she wanted a more romantic relationship and he would 
court her in earnest. 


Something in her hesitated, however. She did not love him yet, although she knew now that it 
was an inevitable conclusion. She did not want to start them on that path before she was 
ready, and she wanted to have a little more time to spend with him before she let him know 
just how much her feelings had changed. 


She would think sometimes about the kiss he’d given her on their wedding night, how it had 
awoken something in her. She wanted more, wanted to know what it would be like to share 
his bed, but it frightened her too. Not that she thought he would hurt her, but there was such a 
newness to what was between them that made her cautious. 


For now, she could look forward to the times they could spend together and the lightness that 
could be found now throughout the house. 


She had known her new living situation was tense, but she had not realized just how bad it 
was until she noticed how much more relaxed she was now that she did not worry that she 
might see Aleksander. 


In fact, she looked forward to the time they could spend together. She understood when 
business or other commitments meant the time they spent together, just the two of them, had 
to come to an end but it did not stop her from wishing she did not have to share him with the 
outside world so often. 


Now that she knew what kind of man he was and had started to learn more about him, she felt 
addicted, always wanting to know more. 


Their house had become a home and a refuge. This was especially welcome since she had not 
been back to her parents’ townhouse since her conversation with Mal. Thinking back to how 
her parents had given little thought to her opinions or comfort during her engagement, her 
parents' townhouse did not feel particularly safe to her now. 


The house she shared with Aleksander was more a home than the one she had spent so much 
time in with her family when they were in town. She had not expected it, but she was grateful 
to have somewhere she was comfortable. 


She felt safe with Aleksander, and thanked the saints for not the first time for how lucky she 
had been in who she had married. 


She walked inside the library and smiled at Aleksander as he looked up from his book. They 
had discovered they both had a love of reading, and this would not be the first time they had 
spent time together in the library, both of them engrossed in their book. 


She loved talking with Aleksander, but there was something so lovely about the comfortable 
silence that came from this kind of activity with someone you liked and trusted. It was 
perhaps strange that she trusted a man she had known for such a short time, but she knew he 
wouldn’t hurt her. 


He returned her smile, but did not say anything as she settled on the other end of the sofa he 
was sitting on. Part of her wanted to sit closer to him, but she was not quite ready for that yet. 


She glanced over at him, his face set in concentration as he read, and knew it would not be 
long until she was ready. 


But for today, she would simply enjoy his company and read her book. 


Only a few days after the afternoon she’d spent with Aleksander in the library, she found 
herself on her parents’ doorstep again. She needed to talk to Mal about what she had learned. 
She had been putting it off, for she knew it would not be a pleasant conversation. 


She could not avoid it any longer. 


Aleksander had offered to come with her, but she knew that would only escalate matters and 
Mal would see her husband’s presence as a direct insult. No, this would be better done by 
herself. 


She turned enough to see their carriage parked outside the house, and Aleksander’s 
concerned face at the window. He had agreed to let her speak to Mal alone, but he had 
wanted to be nearby so that she would not have to journey to and from her old home by 
herself. 


Warm affection for him pushed past her nerves for a moment. What had she done to deserve 
someone so wonderful? 


She turned back around and knocked on the door. She could not avoid it any longer. She took 
a deep breath the moment before the door opened to reveal her parents’ butler, Richards. Had 
he known how Mal had deceived her? Had the other servants or the people they knew in 
town? 


She had wondered about that since she had learned about Mal’s deception. She pushed those 
feelings aside. They would not change what had happened and they would not serve her well 
now that she needed to speak to her brother. 


Richards showed her to the drawing room where Mal sat, in almost the exact same place he 
had the last time she had visited. She took a deep breath and pushed aside the memories of 
how he had looked at her, what he had said. 


“Mal,” she said softly, hoping this conversation would go better than the last one, but 
knowing that was unlikely. He never had liked having his mistakes brought to his attention. 


He looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “What is it, Alina?” He did not sound happy to see 
her. 


She remained standing and kept her head high. She could do this. “I know what happened 
with that young woman. The one you said you were courting, but who you were really trying 
to ruin.” 


Mal’s face twisted into something ugly. When had her brother become someone she did not 
know? 


“Did your husband,” he practically spat out the word, “tell you that was what happened?” 


Alina shook her head. “He did not tell me how wrong I had been until I learned the truth from 
someone else, someone I trusted.” 


There was sorrow at the edges of the anger on his face. “I thought you trusted me.” 


“Me too,” she said softly, wishing she could have her brother back, the one she had idolized, 
the one who had loved her and shown her how to do things when she had been young enough 
to need so much of his help. Where had that boy gone? 


“T cannot believe that you would believe him over your own family,” Mal said with a sneer. 


She closed her eyes for a moment against the truth of who he really was. When she opened 

them, she found herself blinking back tears. “Marie told me everything, Mal. She was there 

and she saw what happened. Aleksander only confirmed it after I talked to him about what I 
had learned.” 


“Aleksander?” Mal asked, his expression hard. 


She had not realized she had used his Christian name instead of his title. He had become 
exclusively Aleksander in her mind, almost without her realizing it. “I wish you had been 
honest with me, Mal. I wish you made better decisions, but I cannot change who you have 
become.” She wiped at a tear that had fallen onto her cheek. “Goodbye, Mal.” 


“You think you are so much better now that you have a rich, titled husband,” he said as he 
stood and walked over to her, using his height to his advantage. “You have simply whored 
yourself out. You are nothing.” 


She pressed her lips together tightly to stop them from trembling and shook her head. She 
had no words in response and instead of answering, she turned around and walked away. 


She kept her head down as she left the house and held back her tears as much as she could. 
She did not want to give the gossips any fuel to talk about her and her family. 


“What happened?” Aleksander asked, concern coloring his tone as she stepped into the 
carriage and burst into tears. 


She shook her head, words not coming and buried her face in her hands. 


He signaled the driver to take them home and pulled her into his lap. It was not behavior she 
would normally accept without question, even from the husband she was quickly falling in 
love with, but she needed comfort and she felt so secure in his arms. She curled into him and 
sobbed against his jacket as she clung to his lapels. She was likely ruining his jacket and 
cravat, but she could not bring herself to stop. 


She did not notice they had arrived home until after her sobs had subsided and she realized 
the carriage was no longer moving and was now parked in front of their house. 


He helped her wipe the tears from her face and walked her inside, shielding her as much as he 
could from the people walking past. 


When they were inside, he led her to the drawing room and called for water. 


After she had drained almost the entire glass of water, she told him everything, the tears 
returning as she recalled everything that Mal had said to her. 


Aleksander remained silent as she spoke, only offering her his handkerchief as she began to 
cry again. She mostly kept her eyes down, but she could see how his hands tensed in his lap. 


“T am so sorry, Alina,” he said once she was finished. “He never should have said those 
things to you.” 


“Thank you,” she said, not quite able to meet his gaze. She was so tired. “I think I will go rest 
for a while.” 


He nodded, his worry never leaving his expression. “Of course. Is there anything I can get for 
you?” 


She shook her head. “No, I am fine. Thank you for being there for me.” 
“Always.” 


She clung to the love she could hear in that one word as she stood and walked to her room. 


She woke several hours later, with an ache in her head and in her heart. She was tempted to 
go back to sleep and try to forget everything that had happened, but she knew it would not 
help. 


Although it was not quite time for dinner, she changed and fixed her hair. 


When she wandered downstairs, she stopped in the library to read for a short time before it 
was time to eat. 


Aleksander was sitting in his usual spot and she should have expected him to be there. He 
had not noticed her yet, and she took the opportunity to watch him for a moment. All of the 
fear she had felt when she thought about sharing how she felt with him was gone. She looked 
at him and felt only a resolute calm. 


As she moved into the room, he looked up and gave her a soft smile, the concern from earlier 
still evident in his eyes. “How are you feeling?” 


“Better than I was,” she said as she sat next to him. 


“T am glad to hear it, although I know this is not something that will be easy to move past.” 


She shook her head, but she did not want to think about Mal just then. She shifted closer and 
pushed up until her mouth was on his. 


Aside from the kiss on their wedding night, she had never kissed anyone and did not know 
what to do. She brushed her lips across his in a way that seemed right. 


He kissed her back for a moment before he pulled back. “Are you sure?” he asked, as he 
searched her face. 


She nodded. She knew this was what she wanted. 

He gave her an almost absentminded nod in return and then he was kissing her again. 

She was struck again by how his mouth on hers seemed to light something within her. She 
moved her arms up behind his neck and pushed herself closer. Why had she been fighting this 


for so long? Even with how little experience she had in such things, his mouth felt like home. 


He was home. 
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Aleksander was dreaming. 


He must be dreaming, because his wife was kissing him and it had not even been a month 
since she had realized she was mistaken in her hatred of him. 


He had understood that she might never feel for him the kind of love he held for her, and he 
had accepted that. He could not expect that from her when their marriage had been strictly 
practical. He had hoped that they could become friends and they had been doing just that 
since she had learned the truth. 


For her to sit next to him and kiss him without any hesitation was something he had never 
thought might be his. Not for a long time yet in any case. 


A part of him worried it would not last. What if she changed her mind? What if she did not 
and he still lost her somehow? 


That frightened voice was small and easy to shove away as he delighted in the way she 
moved her lips against his. She was inexperienced, but her willingness and enthusiasm were 


more than enough. 


When the urge to deepen the kiss and take her to bed became too loud, he pulled back. He did 
not want to push her. He would go at whatever pace she wanted. 


Visions of her flashed in his mind: under him, curled up asleep at his side, smiling up at him 
with her belly round with their child. It was the future he wanted but he would wait for her to 
be ready. 

She did not hate him and she had kissed him. That was enough. 

"Alina," he murmured as she brushed her nose against his and slowly opened her eyes. 

Her smile was soft and he could not see even a hint of regret in her lovely face. 

"That was a pleasant surprise," he said, leaning down to kiss her again, gentle and brief. 

"I think we are due for pleasant surprises," she said, her eyes dancing with laughter. 

"You are right," he said as he reached a hand up to cup her cheek. "I have a very wise wife." 


She beamed up at him "You chose well, sir." 


"That I did," he murmured as he leaned down and recaptured her lips. 


The next several days passed in the kind of newlywed bliss that Aleksander had dreamed of 
when he had first fallen in love with Alina. They spent much of their time together, talking 
and learning more about each other and every new piece of her that was revealed was 
something he treasured. 


There were easy touches and kisses and several times he had needed to force himself to slow 
down when he got too carried away with her pressed tightly against him, her mouth on his. 


It did not matter what he wanted, he would not move faster than she was comfortable. 


He was under no illusions that she was in love with him. She cared for him and enjoyed his 
kisses to be sure, but he did not think she felt much more than that yet. If that was all she ever 
felt for him, it was far and away more than he had expected when he wed her. He would 
eagerly take whatever she was willing to give. 


He would look at Alina, and be so grateful that he hadn’t settled earlier for an advantageous 
marriage simply because he was supposed to. He may have had an amicable relationship with 
that hypothetical woman, but he knew he would have never loved her as much as he loved 
Alina. 


It was not until he met Alina that he realized he had been waiting for her all that time. He had 
not known it then, had simply thought he was delaying the inevitable for as long as he could. 
In truth, he was preparing for her. 


She was absolutely worth the wait. 


He had never felt so seen or supported before Alina. He shared things with her that he had 
hardly shared with others, parts of himself that very few knew. She shared precious pieces of 
herself—her thoughts, her dreams, her ideas—and he held them all carefully in his heart. She 
had taken up residence there, in such a way that he would never be able to remove all traces 
of her. Not that he would ever want to do such a thing. 


“Aleksander?” she asked, one morning a week and half after she had kissed him. They were 
in the library, and she was curled up next to him on a sofa. It had become a common place for 
them to spend time together. Sometimes they talked, and other times they just read together, 
the silence comforting rather than unpleasant. 


“Yes, darling?” he asked as he looked up from the novel he had been reading. 


She looked up at him shyly, hesitating for a moment before speaking. “Why do you love 
me?” 


He had not been expecting such a question. “Why do you ask?” he asked with gentle 
curiosity. 


She flushed pink, dropping her eyes for a moment. “I have never been in love before,” she 
said, her voice low. “I do not know if that is what I feel for you, but I think it might be.” She 
looked up at him, nervous and vulnerable. 


He leaned down to kiss her softly. When he pulled back, he kept his eyes on hers. “I love you 
because you are so bright and kind and clever. You make me want to be the best version of 
myself. When we are apart, I find myself wishing I could be with you again. I love talking to 
you and learning about you. You say things that make me reconsider long held opinions, 
because I had not looked at the world the way you do.” 


“You do not love me because I am beautiful?” she asked, a teasing smile on her lips, although 
there was uncertainty in her eyes. 


This was not a joke to her. 


“You are very beautiful, and I love to look at you, to touch you and kiss you, but your beauty 
is the least interesting part about you,” he said seriously, needing her to understand just what 
she meant to him. 


There were tears in her eyes when he finished. “Aleksander,” she said, her voice barely above 
a whisper. 


She looked at a loss for words. 


“Alina,” he said, his voice low. “I do not want you to feel as if you have to profess or feel 
something for me you do not. I have been so happy with you and I do not want more than 
you are willing to give.” 


She nodded. "I do not know yet what I feel, but I have been happy too." 
"All I want is your happiness," he said, as he took her hand. 


“T do know that I am glad to have married you,” she said, bringing their entwined hands up to 
kiss the back of his hand. When she pulled back, she dropped her gaze for a moment, as her 
cheeks flushed pink. “Aleksander?” 


“What is it?” he asked, not sure what it was she would ask of him, but vowing to do whatever 
he could to fulfill her request. 


She bit her lip and he pushed aside the urge to kiss her as he waited for her to speak. 
"Will you come to me tonight?" she asked, looking up to meet his eyes. 


"Are you sure?" he asked, searching her expression. There was nervousness there, but no 
fear. 


She nodded, giving him a small smile. 


"Then, yes," he said, smiling softly as he leaned down to kiss her softly. He had not thought 

she would be ready for such a step already. He would have been content with more innocent 
kisses and touches for far longer as he waited for her, but he could not deny that he was very 
much looking forward to joining her in her bed. 


He once again imagined a small child formed of the two of them who smiled up at him and 
called him papa. The last time he’d pictured their children, it had been with regret. He would 
be the father of Alina’s children but he hadn’t thought she could even tolerate him, let alone 
love him. 


Now, the thought of the children she would bear brought him only joy. 


He pushed aside the desire to take her to bed right then. He would not take away any time she 
may need to feel fully ready. He could, would, be patient. Truly, this was hardly any time to 
wait at all. 


He dropped a kiss to her temple as they each picked up their books and began to read. 


That night, after they had finished eating dinner, he walked with her to her rooms and gave 
her a bow. 


“T will see you soon,” he said as he pressed a kiss to the back of her hand and delighted in the 
way her cheeks flushed. Her maid would help her undress and undo her hair and then he 
would join her. 


“Wait,” she said as he began to walk away. 
He turned back to her with a questioning look. “Yes, darling?” 


Her cheeks were still pink, but she met his eyes with little hesitation. “I thought you might 
help me ready for bed.” 


He stared at her, wondering what he had done to deserve such a wonderful, lovely, 
determined wife. The next moment he closed the distance between them and with his hands 
on her cheeks, leaned down to kiss her thoroughly. 


When he pulled back, she was smiling up at him, her desire for him clear in her eyes. 


He gestured with a tilt of her head to her still closed door. “Lead the way, my love.” He had 
more experience than she did, but he wanted them to take this step together. 


She reached up to take one of his hands in hers as she opened her door with the other. “Come, 
husband.” 


He let her lead him inside and knew then that he would follow her anywhere without 
question. 


Aleksander woke to the feeling of soft kisses across his neck and shoulder. He opened his 
eyes, still not quite believing that he was so blessed as to have Alina as his wife. She had 
woken him this way several of the days in the past week since they had begun sharing a bed. 


He knew many couples only shared their beds long enough to lie together in the hopes of 
conceiving a child, but that they otherwise kept separate rooms. 


Aleksander was happy to never sleep in his own bed again. 

“Good morning, wife,” he said as he tucked a loose piece of hair behind her ear. 
She leaned up to kiss him softly. “Good morning.” 

He kissed her again, wishing he could stay in that exact spot for the rest of the day. 


“You need to get ready,” Alina said with a frown. “David will be here soon.” 


Their friend Nikolai Lantsov had invited several gentlemen to his estate for a few days to 
hunt his birds. Aleksander had considered declining the invitation, but Alina had persuaded 
him to accept. 


“We cannot hide ourselves at home forever,” she had said with a teasing grin. 


“T do not see why not,” he had answered, only slightly joking. Why would he leave to 
socialize with others when staying at home meant he could stay with Alina? 


She had laughed, her smile bright and carefree. “Go, Aleksander.” 
And so he had accepted, but he was regretting it now. 


“It is only a few days,” she said, taking in his visible displeasure. “Besides, this will give me 
a chance to make visits without feeling like I’m leaving you behind. And you would not want 
to make David go alone.” 


“As long as David has an opportunity to examine the shooting rifles, he will be fine,” he said, 
even as he pushed the covers back with a sigh. The temptation to keep her with him always 
was strong, but she was right. 


“T will see you soon,” she said as he opened the door that connected their rooms. 


“Tt will be the longest hunting party of my life,” he mumbled, but could not fight a smile at 
the sound of her answering laughter. 


She was right. Soon enough, he would be back by her side. 


Alina walked into the townhouse after a morning of shopping, unable to stop smiling. She 
had found a wedding gift for Aleksander and she could not wait to give it to him. It was 
belated, but she thought he would still enjoy it. She could imagine the look on his face when 
he received it, and she wished his hunting trip would finish early so she would not have to 
wait so long. 


“Lady Kirigan,” their butler, Perry, said as she removed her cloak. “Mrs. Kostyk is waiting 
for you in the drawing room.” 


Her smile only widened at the prospect of seeing her friend. She and Aleksander had been so 
wrapped up in each other lately, it had been too long. She thanked Perry and walked to the 
drawing room. 


“It is so good to see you,” she said, her smile falling when she saw Genya’s face. 


Her brows were drawn together in worry and she stood as Alina entered. Altogether she 
looked unsettled and Alina did not like it. 


“What is it?” she asked, the fear that gripped her heart threatening to overtake her. “What is 
wrong?” 


“Tt is Aleksander. He's hurt.” 


Alina 
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Alina held Genya’s hand tightly as her carriage took them to Aleksander. Genya had not yet 
seen him either. Her husband had sent a messenger to alert her and to ask her to take the 
information to Alina. 


There had been very little information in Mr. Kostyk’s note about the extent of Aleksander’s 
injuries. All they knew was that there had been some sort of accident. Aleksander had been 
alive when the messenger had ridden for London. 


Alina could only pray that he would still be so when they arrived. He couldn’t die; he 
couldn’t leave her. They had gotten so little time together. She was supposed to have him for 
the rest of a long life together. How could he be taken from her now? 


Visions of what his injuries might look like flashed through her mind, each one worse than 
the last. What must he be feeling? He was in pain and she was not there to be a solace to him. 
She ached to hold him in her arms and tell him everything would be alright. 


Wasn’t that what a wife did? Supported and comforted her husband? 


It was not an exceptionally long journey to the Lantsov estate, and the carriage was moving 
quickly, but the ride felt interminable. 


What if they were too late? What if they arrived and he had already— 


She pushed the thought violently away. He was alive and he would recover and she would not 
have to worry about becoming a widow so young, so soon after taking her vows. 


“He will be fine,” Genya murmured, her grip tightening on Alina’s hand. “It will be alright.” 


Alina nodded, not trusting her voice. Her tears had stopped for the time being, although she 
had been crying since she heard that Aleksander was hurt. She must look a fright, but she did 
not care. What did it matter what she looked like when Aleksander’s life may be in danger? 


She knew he would not mind either if she looked terrible when she arrived. He would be glad 
to see her, although he would not like being the reason for more of her tears. 


She clung to hope. 


He would be alright. 


The carriage had barely come to a stop before Alina was flying out of it. “Where is he?” she 
asked Mr. Kostyk who was waiting for them. “Is he alright?” 


He nodded. “He is with the doctor, I will take you to him. His injuries were not as severe as 
they could have been, and the doctor says he will make a full recovery.” 


“He will live?” she asked, tears of relief flooding her eyes. 
He smiled. “He will live.” 


Alina wanted to run through the halls until she found Aleksander and she had to restrain 
herself from begging Mr. Kostyk to go faster as he led them through the house. 


Finally, finally, Alina was being ushered into a sitting room where Aleksander was sitting on 
a chaise as he was examined by the doctor. 


He was sitting upright and looked alert, his expression full of relief and only a little guilt as 
she moved toward him. He was down to his shirtsleeves, one sleeve rolled all the way up to 
his elbow, revealing painful looking burns. 


There were a few smaller burns on his face, as well as a large, faint bruise along his jaw that 
looked like it would darken by the morning. 


She stopped herself from throwing herself at him but stood close to prove that he was alive 
and not lost to her. She would never forgive herself if she hurt him further. 


“T am alright, darling,” Aleksander said, reaching up with his uninjured hand to brush the 
tears from her cheeks. 


She nodded, worried that if she opened her mouth, sobs would be the only sound she was 
capable of making. She grasped his hand with both of hers and pressed a lingering kiss to his 


palm. It was not something she would normally do in front of others, but she couldn’t stop 
herself from seeking and giving that comfort now. 


“Lady Kirigan,” the doctor said, with a small smile. “Lord Kirigan is correct. He will recover 
fully from his injuries. He was very lucky.” 


Her eyes fell closed at the reminder of just how close she had come to losing him. 


“T would like a moment alone with my wife, please,” Aleksander said, his voice quiet but 
brooking no refusal. 


Alina opened her eyes in time to see the doctor and the Kostyks leaving the room and then 
she was alone with Aleksander. 


“T thought I was going to lose you,” she said, her voice wavering as she blinked back more 
tears. 


“You have not lost me,” he said, leaning up to press a soft kiss to her lips. Before she could 
deepen the kiss, he pulled back. “I will not leave you alone.” 


She sat next to him on the chaise, curling up on his uninjured side. 
He wrapped his arm around her and kissed her temple. “I am sorry that I worried you so.” 
“You do not get to apologize when you are the one who was injured,” she said with a frown. 


“T do not like the sight of your tears,” he said, his words soft and low. “I especially do not like 
them when I am the cause.” 


“It was not you,” she said, sitting up slightly so that she could meet his eyes. He needed to 
see her face when she said this next part. “Rather that I was afraid I would not have a chance 
to tell you how much I love you.” 


He stared at her for a moment, eyes wide. “You love me?” 


She hated how disbelieving he looked. How could she have been so careless with this 
wonderful man’s heart? 


She nodded. “I love you, Aleksander.” She shifted up and rested her forehead against his. 
“More than I ever thought possible to feel for another person.” 


“T love you,” he said, sounding like a supplicant in worship before he surged forward to kiss 
her, his hands holding her face as he all but devoured her. 


She whimpered against his lips. She had thought she might never feel this again; how grateful 
she was to be wrong. 


He let out a pained noise as the kiss grew more fervent and she pulled back with a frown. 


“T am sorry, I did not think—’” she said, her hands hovering over him. She loved kissing him, 
but he was hurt. She should have been more careful. 


He shook his head. “I do not care.” 

“But your injuries...” she trailed off, her eyes focused on the bruise on his jaw. 

“Do not ask me to stop kissing you,” he said, his eyes dark, with a heat that made her shiver. 
Feeling caught in those dark eyes, she nodded. 


The next moment, his mouth was back on hers, and she never wanted to leave his arms. 


“What happened?” she asked later as she sat curled up in his lap. 


Aleksander sighed. “The barrel of my hunting rifle ruptured. It is not a common occurrence, 
but it does happen sometimes. Fortunately, the gun exploded away from my face.” 


Alina shuddered to think what might have happened if it had ruptured on the other side. She 
lifted his uninjured hand and kissed the back of it softly. ““Thank heavens for that.” 


Before he could answer, there was a knock at the door. 


Once Alina had removed herself from his lap and was sitting demurely at his side, 
Aleksander called for whoever it was to enter. 


The door opened to reveal a gentleman who looked a few years younger than Aleksander, 
with golden hair and a bright grin. 


“Lady Kirigan,” he said as he walked inside and bowed to her. “As much as I regret the 
circumstances, I am so happy to meet you at last.” 


“This is Nikolai Lantsov, our host,” Aleksander explained with a soft smile. 


Alina stood and curtsied. “It is a pleasure to meet you sir.” She sat back down next to 
Aleksander a moment later, not wanting to be any farther from him than that. 


“T had not thought Kirigan here would make a love match, but from what I have heard, you 
have made him a very happy man. Now that I’ve met you, I can see why.” Nikolai’s smile 
was wide, and warm, but there was nothing leering about it. Not the way other men might 
have looked at her after such a comment. 


“He is the one who has made me happy,” Alina said, turning to look at Aleksander. It seemed 
as if the love inside her might spill over, with how much she felt for her husband. 


“T wanted to extend an invitation for you to stay the rest of the hunting party with your 
husband,” Mr. Lantsov said with a bow of his head. “We can have your things sent here. Mrs. 
Kostyk has already accepted.” 


“You are not going hunting again?” Alina asked Aleksander, dismay filling her heart. What if 
something happened again? It could not possibly be safe. 


Aleksander shook his head. “I had not planned on it. The doctor recommended I rest. I had 
thought to do so at home, but if you would like to stay, we can.” 


All she wanted was to not leave Aleksander’s side. It was a relatively short trip back to 
London, but perhaps it would be best for him to stay where he was to rest. 


She turned back to their host. “Thank you for the invitation, Mr. Lantsov. We are happy to 
accept.” 


He grinned again. “That is excellent. I know you are reluctant to leave your husband’s side, 
but Mrs. Kostyk will likely enjoy your company as well while Mr. Kostyk spends his time 
caught up in his research.” 


“He is examining the rifle?” Aleksander asked, not looking the least bit surprised. 


Mr. Lantsov nodded. “He was adamant that it could not be a fault of the gun and that he 
wanted to inspect it himself.” 


“David is a student of the very skilled gunsmith who made my rifle,” Aleksander explained 
when Alina turned to him with a questioning look. “The craftsmanship is excellent, it is 
surprising that it would be one of his weapons that would have such a flaw.” 


Mr. Lantsov nodded again. “It is a difficult trade, and these things happen, although Kirigan 
is right.” 


“You do not think someone caused the accident on purpose?” she asked, a hard knot forming 
in her stomach. It was bad enough when it was simply an accident. Now someone might have 
tried to hurt Aleksander? 


“Tt is unlikely,” Aleksander said with a shake of his head. “David simply wants to understand 
what happened.” 


Alina glanced back at Mr. Lantsov and caught a look that said he did not share Aleksander’s 
optimism before he schooled his expression into something more genial. 


“T will have your things sent for, Lady Kirigan,” Mr. Lantsov said as he walked to the door. 
“You focus on making sure your husband rests.” 


When he was gone, Alina turned to Aleksander. “I know you said you would rest for the 
remainder of the trip, but I must admit, I do not like the idea of you hunting in the future 
either.” She perhaps should not say such a thing, but the fear of almost losing him was still 
too strong for her to leave it alone. 


He reached up and brushed his thumb over her cheek. “I can understand that,” he said, no 
frustration for her neediness in his expression, “although it is usually quite safe.” 


At her frown, he continued. “I do not particularly like the idea of another hunting trip either. 
Even before the accident, I thought I might have to return home early, I was missing you far 
too much.” 


He was only partly teasing, and she understood. The time apart had been difficult for her too. 
“T do not want to leave your side.” 


He kissed her softly. “We are in agreement. Would you play for me? I have missed hearing 
your music throughout the day.” 


She nodded. Perhaps she could convince him to sit next to her on the piano bench. Any 
further away from her seemed much too far. He would likely tire of it soon enough, but the 
idea of letting him out of her sight caused nervousness to shoot through her. 


“That sounds perfect.” 


Aleksander 
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Aleksander woke slowly, smiling softly when he realized Alina was in his arms. Even a few 
days had been much too long to be apart from her and the nights were especially difficult. He 
had gotten used to her sleeping next to him. It felt wrong to sleep alone. 


He was still in pain from the accident the day before, but it was easy to ignore with Alina's 
head resting on his chest. She was so beautiful and she looked so peaceful in her sleep. Guilt 
still surged within him as he remembered her tears and the fear in her eyes when she had 
walked into the room where he was being treated. 


When he brushed the back of his fingers over the soft skin of her cheek, she stirred and 
blinked awake. 


“Good morning, darling wife,” he said with a soft smile. 
She beamed up at him, her expression softened by sleep. “Good morning, husband.” 
He kissed her, tender and lingering. 


She sighed happily into his mouth and kissed him back. 


How could he have ever thought that leaving her for even a few days was a good idea? 
“T missed you,” he said as he pulled back. 


“T missed you too,” she said, her voice a gentle murmur. She laid her hand on his jaw, 
avoiding his burns. Her brow furrowed in concern and he wished he could smooth those lines 
away. “How are you feeling?” 


He turned his head and pressed a tender kiss to her palm. “I am doing much better now that 
you are with me again.” 


She shook her head, although her eyes remained fond. “You are overly sentimental, my love. 
My being here does not take away the fact that you were hurt.” 


He cupped her face in his hands, needing her to understand. “How can I give any attention to 
the pain when you are in my arms looking at me so sweetly?” He said it as a quip, but the 
sentiment was incredibly genuine. His voice lost any hint of a jest. “I think I could endure 
almost anything if you were there with me.” 


Tears welled in her eyes as she looked up at him. “Aleksander—’” she breathed out, trembling 
slightly. 


“T would tell the doctor to prescribe you as a remedy, but I would not want you to leave my 
side,” he said as he kissed the tip of her nose. 


She giggled, the sound slightly wet from her tears. “You are a ridiculous man.” 
He nodded. “Yes. Your ridiculous man.” 


Her expression softened, so much love pouring out of her gaze that he was not sure his heart 
could take it all. “Yes, you are mine.” 


He leaned down to kiss her. He meant it to be a soft, brief thing, but she wrapped her arms 
around the back of his neck and pulled him to her tightly. When he was with her, all of the 
logic and respect for the rules of society that had served him so well were nowhere to be 
found. 


He had planned to attend breakfast with his friends, but why should he when he could stay in 
bed with Alina all day? Why should he try to hide what he felt for her when he wanted to tell 
everyone just how much he loved his wife? Could they not see how wonderful she was? Who 
would not love her? 


Their marriage may have started out as one of convenience, with both of them as reluctant 
participants, but she loved him now. He would never take that for granted. 


Everyone would surely understand if he and Alina ate a later breakfast. 


“T do not think I can leave this bed,” Aleksander said a while later with an exaggerated frown. 
“Surely the doctor would prescribe bed rest.” 


Alina laughed, and the way her bare skin pressed against his as she leaned into him was not 
giving him a reason to want to rise and dress. He ran his hand absentmindedly up and down 
her spine, loving the way she shifted closer to him at his touch. 


“We should probably make some sort of appearance,” she said, trying and failing to give him 
a properly stern expression. “What will your friends think if they do not see either of us at all 
today?” 


“They will think that I have suffered an injury and my wife is attending to me,” he said, his 
answering smile teasing. 


“You are incorrigible,” she said, although she could not quite fight the smile pulling at her 
lips. 


He pressed a soft kiss to her jaw. “If what I am guilty of is loving my wife and wanting to 
spend time with her after being separated, then I am not interested in reforming myself.” 


She let out a long suffering sigh, but the look in her eyes was fond. “Do you love your wife 
enough to feed her? Because I am quite famished.” 


He echoed her exaggerated sigh. “Well, then, I am afraid we must show our faces.” 
“Thank you,” she said, laughter in her voice as she pressed a smacking kiss to his cheek. 


She pulled away from him and slipped on her robe as she stood to dress. “Oh!” she said, 
turning back to look at him with a warm, delighted grin. “I have a present for you.” 


“A present?” he asked, his brow furrowed. “What is the occasion?” 
“It is a wedding present, although I know it is late.” 
He shook his head. “Your love is the only gift I need.” 


Her expression softened. She knew how sincerely he meant that. “I feel the same way, my 
love, but I still wanted to get you something. Once we are dressed, I can get it from my bag.” 


“Why can you not give it to me now?” he asked, settling back against the pillows, the picture 
of leisure. 


She shook her head and shot him a knowing smile. ““We both know that if I get back into that 
bed with you, neither of us will leave for some time.” 


“T thought it was quite an ingenious plan,” he said, shaking his head before he too rose from 
the bed. He smiled at the sound of her laughter. 


Most days, his valet would help him dress while her maid did the same for her, but he 
treasured the mornings where they helped each other get ready for the day. It was an intimacy 
he had not anticipated when thinking of marriage before he met her. Why would he, when he 
knew he would marry for advantage but not for love? 


After he met Alina and began dreaming of the life they could have, he would imagine 
moments such as these. At first they brought him joy. The thought of them so comfortable 
together, of their lives merged in such a way was a lovely one. That lovely thought had turned 
to bitter ash in his mouth after they had become engaged. 


Alina had hated him, why would she ever want them to help each other with their morning 
routines? 


Now that it was a reality, they were moments he cherished. 


She was especially sweet to him this morning, not letting him do much for himself as she 
fussed over his injuries. 


“T am not so wounded, my love,” he said, fond laughter in his voice as he looked down at her. 


She looked up at him, an almost pleading look in her eyes. “Please let me take care of you,” 
she said quietly. 


They had passed the morning with smiles and kisses, but it had not been many hours since 
she had worried she might lose him. There was vulnerability and traces of that fear in her 
eyes. He could let her remind herself that he was alive and by her side. 


He nodded, stroking a finger gently over her cheek. “Whatever will make you feel better,” he 
said, his voice low and just as soft. 


She pushed up to press a kiss to his cheek, before she continued helping him get ready. 


Once she was fully dressed and had slipped his jacket on, she smiled up at him. “Are you 
ready for your gift?” 


He nodded, loving how animated she was over giving him his present. He did not need 
anything from her, but it warmed him to know that she had bought something for him 
because she could, because she wanted to. 


She pulled a small box wrapped in brown paper from her portmanteau and presented it to him 
with a grin. It faltered a fraction as he took the gift from her. “I hope you like it.” 


He leaned down to kiss her, soft and brief. “I know I will love it. It is from you. How could I 
not?” 


He opened the present to find a small music box inside. It was exquisitely made and shaped 
like a piano, with gold details painted along the exterior. It was beautiful, but he knew that 
was not the reason she had picked it. 


He was not sure of her reasons for picking this particular gift, but already it was something he 
knew he would treasure. A wedding gift from his wife. He knew immediately the perfect place 
for it to sit in his chambers. 


He opened the lid and waited a fraction of a moment for the music to start playing. Tears 
sprang to his eyes after only a few notes. He recognized the tune immediately and pulled her 


to him in a tight hug. “Thank you, sweetheart,” he said, his voice rough. “It is perfect.” 


The song was the one she had sung that first night he had seen her. He loved her so much 
more deeply now, but his love for her started from that first note of her song. Now he could 
listen to it whenever he wanted and remember how she had looked, how she had sounded, 
how captivated he had been. 


She still captivated him. He had vowed to never take her for granted, and as he listened to the 
song from the music box she had picked especially for him, he renewed that vow. She was 
wonderful and lovely and perfect. He would be forever grateful that she was truly his and he 
was truly hers. 


He leaned down to kiss her again, when there was a knock at the door. 


Aleksander pulled back, frowning slightly. Who could it be? Yes, they had missed breakfast 
but surely with his injury and the fact that he and Alina were newly married and reunited, his 
friends would understand their tardiness. 


Alina followed him to the door. He had expected it to be Nikolai, coming to tell them about 
some activity or other, but instead when he opened the door, David stood in the hall. His hair 
was in disarray as if he had run his hands through it several times. 


“What is it, David?” he asked, concern building in his chest. “Is something wrong?” 


David nodded. “I must speak with you both.” He looked haggard; had he had not slept the 
night before? 


“Shall we move to the library?” Aleksander asked, knowing it was closer than the other 
public rooms and more likely to be empty. Nikolai was busy playing host and none of the 
other men invited spent much of their time reading. 


David nodded and the three of them quickly made their way to the library. Once they entered 
and were seated—Aleksander and Alina sitting close together on a small sofa—David began. 


“T have examined your rifle, Aleksander,” David said, looking grim. “This was no accident.” 


Alina gasped beside Aleksander and he pulled his arm around her more tightly. “You think 
someone wanted to hurt me?” 


David nodded. “I had my suspicions from the beginning that it was no accident. The 
gunsmith who made it is a master. His firearms do not have the same flaws you see from 
other armourers. I examined the barrel near the rupture and found small scratch marks. It 
looks like someone used a rough rasp or file to weaken the barrel and cause it to burst.” 


“And those marks would not have been made during the gun’s creation?” Aleksander asked, 
already knowing that could not be the case, but needing to confirm it all the same. Surely 
someone did not want him dead or hurt? 


David shook his head. “No, these were added after and likely recently.” 


“Who could have had access to your rifle?” Alina asked, her brow furrowed. “Has it not been 
at the townhouse the entire time you’ve been in London?” 


Aleksander nodded. It was concerning. Very few people would have access. “If their goal was 
to do more than simply scare me, I am grateful that they were not successful.” He shuddered 
to think of how much worse it could have been if the rupture had happened on the side of the 
barrel next to his face. 


David nodded. “I thought of that myself. It seems that the rupture happened as it was meant 
to, but with the explosion going away from you, there was much less chance that you would 
be severely injured. Or worse.” 


Alina trembled a little against him at the reminder of what could have happened. He slipped 
his free hand into hers and began rubbing his thumb soothingly over the back of her palm. 


“It is possible that whoever did this did mean to cause more harm,” David said, shaking his 
head. “You are right handed, but use a left handed rifle due to your left eye being dominant. I 
am not sure how many people know that about you. Most people have their dominant hand 
and dominant eye on the same side.” 


Aleksander’s eyes fell closed for a brief moment. If the barrel had ruptured on the other side, 
he could have very well died. 


“Who would want to do something like this?” Alina asked, her voice small. 


Aleksander shook his head. “I do not have many enemies,” he said with a sigh. “There are 
some in town who I know dislike me, but the only person I can think of who truly despises 
me is—” he broke off, realizing what he was about to say. 


He glanced over at Alina, whose eyes were shining with tears. Her expression was one of 
heartbreaking understanding. 


“T do not want to think that Mal could be capable of such a thing,” she said, her voice thick. 
She shook her head, and dropped her gaze. “I do not think I know what kind of man he is 
anymore.” 


“We will figure this out and make sure whoever did this cannot hurt anyone else. We will get 
through this,” he said softly, his attention solely on Alina. David would not begrudge them 
this; It was likely he was already lost in his own head and thinking over what he had 
discovered. 


She looked up at him and nodded. She took in a deep breath and sat up straighter, almost as if 
she was pushing her fears to the back of her mind. “You are right. Neither of us are alone.” 


Aleksander shook his head, his own eyes misting with tears. “No, we are not.” 


Alina 
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Alina's head was pillowed on Aleksander’s chest, as he ran his fingers up and down her 
spine. They were still at Mr. Lantsov's estate and her mind was whirling from what Mr. 
Kostyk had shared that morning. 


She had not wanted to think that someone might want to harm Aleksander. Learning of his 
injuries had been bad enough when she thought it was only an accident. To know that 
someone actively wanted her husband harmed—or worse—terrified her. 


She could not lose him. She was not sure she wanted to live a life that he was not a part of. 
He made her so happy—how could someone just take that away? 


A nameless, faceless enemy was bad enough. She did not want to even entertain the idea that 
it could be her brother. How could a member of her own family try to do something like this 
to someone she loved? To her? 


If it was Mal, he did not care that he would be making her a widow. 


The image of Mal’s hard, hostile expression when she had seen him last flashed in her mind. 
She did not know that man. The Mal she had known was kind and protective and would do 


anything for her. They had run around the estate growing up, having adventures and he had 
always looked out for her. 


Even when she had had to stop pretending to be a pirate so that she could learn how to be a 
proper young lady, and he had spent more time with other young men his age, he had still 
cared about her. 


How could he have become the kind of person who would do something like this? 


Of course, it was only speculation at this point that it was Mal, but she knew deep in her heart 
that he was the one who had tried to harm Aleksander. What else was he capable of? 


Something Aleksander had told her, before she had come to love him, pushed into her 
thoughts. How he had only married her because someone else had wanted her hand and that 
man would have been a cruel husband. 


Mal had told her that he had known someone who wanted to marry her, someone he approved 
of more than Aleksander. 


So much had been revealed recently that she had not connected those two pieces of 
information before. The implications running through her mind made her stomach turn. 


The silence in the room was comfortable and she hated to break it with possibly painful 
questions. 


But she needed to know. 
"Aleksander?" She asked, her voice small. 
"What is it?" he asked, clearly hearing the hesitation in her voice. 


She could not help her brief smile at how attuned he was to her moods. How had she been so 
lucky to have the love of this man? She had anticipated having a husband who would not be 
so considerate towards her feelings. She certainly had not thought it possible when she wed 
Aleksander. Now that she had that level of respect, she never wanted to let it go. 


"You said that someone else wanted to marry me. Who was it?" 
Aleksander sighed. "Mikhael Volkov." 


Alina’s eyes fell closed. She did not know Mr. Volkov well, but he was one of her brother's 
closest friends. 


Taking a deep breath she opened her eyes and looked up at him. "And you think he would 
have hurt me?" 


He nodded. "He's known to have a temper and when among only men, he is not... 
gentlemanly when speaking about women. I do not think he would have treated you well." 


She swallowed thickly. A husband like that would have made her life a nightmare. Surely 
Mal knew what his friend was like. He would rather someone like that be her husband instead 
of Aleksander simply because he did not like him? 


She blinked back tears at the confirmation of just how low her brother had sunk. 
"I am so sorry," he murmured as he pressed a lingering kiss to her temple. 


A fierce swell of love for him mixed with the anger and heartbreak whirling in her chest and 
she pushed up to kiss him deeply. 


"Thank you," she said as she pulled back, resting her forehead against his. "Thank you." 


“T could not leave you to such a fate,” he said, his voice low and soft. “I knew it was foolish 
to ask for your hand, but he would break you and he would enjoy doing so.” He sounded 
pained at even the thought of her being treated in such a way. 


She lifted her head so that she could look into his eyes. “I did not understand when I was told 
of our engagement, and I thought you were that kind of man. One who would harm those in 
his care if it meant he could get what he wanted.” Her eyes fell shut as shame rushed through 
her. “I am sorry that I ever thought you capable of such cruelty.” 


He pressed a tender kiss to her cheek, his lips lingering against her skin. “We have already 
agreed to leave the past in the past. That is not what you think of me now. I would rather 
focus on how much you love me,” he said, laughter in his voice. 


She opened her eyes and smiled softly at him. She could see the teasing for what it was, a 
way to distract her from her fear and anger and grief, but it did not make the action any less 
sweet. 


“You once told me why you love me,” she said, reaching a hand up to cup his cheek. “I have 
not done the same, and you deserve to hear it. I love you,” she said, pressing a kiss to his 
forehead, “because you listen to what I have to say and treat my thoughts as worth hearing.” 
She pressed a kiss to the very top of his cheek, near his eye. “I love you because you support 
me and are one of the most selfless men I know.” 


His eyes had slid closed and with the way his brow furrowed, she thought he might be 
holding back tears. 


Her husband had such a tender heart. He often hid it in public for Englishmen were not 
supposed to exhibit such softness. He never tried to cover up the softness with brashness or 
meanness, he simply became more reserved. 


This was a side of himself that he kept hidden from all but a few select people. She counted 
herself lucky that he trusted her enough to show her all of who he was. 


She pressed a slow kiss to his jaw. “I love you because you make me feel ways I had never 
thought I could feel. I never expected to love someone like I love you, even when I dreamed 
of a love match.” 


She kissed his lips, trembling slightly as she blinked back tears of her own. “I love you,” she 
said, her voice wavering, “because you have made me your equal and I know now that I have 
not just a husband, but a partner for life.” 


He squeezed his eyes even more tightly, and he was shaking slightly in her arms. 
“Open your eyes, darling,” she whispered, not wanting him to hide anything from her. 


He opened his eyes immediately, even as tears began to fall down his cheeks. “I love you.” 
His voice was rough with emotion and while she had never doubted those words from him 
before, he had never said them with more conviction than in that moment. 


Alina kissed the tears from his cheeks, grateful she could comfort him even if it did not feel 
like enough. “I wish we were not in danger,” she said, cupping his cheek gently, “but I cannot 
regret you.” 


He shook his head fervently. “Never,” he whispered, the promise of it settling warm and solid 
in her heart. “Alina,” he said, taking her free hand in one of his, “‘you are the best thing that 
has ever happened to me. Even if I were to die tomorrow, I would be grateful for the time we 
had together.” 


Alina could not hold back her own tears at the reference to his death. “You cannot say that,” 
she said fiercely, her eyes boring into his. “You do not get to leave me so easily.” 


He kissed her cheek softly. “I am not going anywhere, my love.” 
Alina settled against him, her head on his chest, his heartbeat just under her ear. 


They had found true love in each other. They would not be separated so easily. 


Alina felt a little more settled in the morning, but only just. It seemed that the more she 
learned about who her brother had become, the more horrified and the less safe she felt. True, 
he had only directly attacked Aleksander—if it truly was him—and that was bad enough. 
What if he thought Alina herself stood between him and what he wanted? 


Would he harm his own sister if he thought it would benefit him? 


She did not want to even think of such a thing being a possibility. Part of her wanted 
desperately for them to be wrong. Maybe it was an accident, or maybe it was someone else. 
Anybody else. 


She knew that was not the case, however, and whatever grudge her brother held against her 
and her husband, it was not over yet. 


“What are you going to do?” Mr. Lantsov asked as he gathered with Alina and Aleksander, 
and Genya and Mr. Kostyk in the library the next morning. The other gentlemen were still 
abed and were not likely to disturb them. 


Alina looked to Aleksander. They had discussed options just after waking that morning, and 
had a direction to start, but it all still felt so overwhelming. 


Aleksander met her eyes and nodded. “We plan on returning home today. We must confirm 
that it was Mal that tried to harm me. Once we know for sure it was him and how he was able 
to sabotage the gun, we will be able to move forward from there.” 


“Tt is strange that he was able to get into your home to access the gun,” Mr. Lantsov said with 
a Shake of his head. “Surely after how he treated Lady Kirigan, your staff would not let him 
inside.” 


“T do not want to think anyone in my household is capable of it, but it is possible he bribed or 
threatened one of them,” Aleksander said with a sigh. 


“Oh,” Alina said, her eyes wide as Aleksander’s words helped connect two pieces of 
information together in her mind. 


“What is it?” Genya asked, as everyone looked at her expectantly. 


“T did not think of it until now, but one of our footmen has a sister who works as a maid at my 
parents’ house. Could he have used that connection somehow?” 


Aleksander gave her a look of pride. “Clever wife,” he said softly, the words warming her 
heart. “That very well could be what he did,” he said louder to the group. “At the very least, it 
gives us a place to start looking.” 


“We will return today as well,” Mr. Kostyk said, sharing a look with Genya. “We would like 
to help in any way we can.” 


Genya nodded, and Alina was so grateful to have her friendship and both her and Mr. 
Kosyk’s help. “Thank you both,” she said, giving them a warm smile before turning to Mr. 
Lantsov. “Thank you for all of your support as well, sir.” 


He bowed his head and returned her smile. “I am glad to lend any aid that I can, Lady 
Kirigan.” 


“We will stop this before anyone gets hurt,” Aleksander said, to everyone, but he kept his 
eyes focused on Alina. 


Alina took a deep breath and nodded. She was not alone in this trial. She had Aleksander, as 
well as other people who cared about both of them. They would make it through this together. 


Mr. Lantsov rose. “I am sure you will want to prepare for your departure and there are 
matters I need to attend to. Please let me know if there is anything else I can do before you 
leave. Or after, of course.” 


“Thank you for everything,” Aleksander said as he stood and shook Mr. Lantsov’s hand. 


“T simply want the great Lord Kirigan in my debt,” Mr. Lantsov said with a grin, although it 
did not entirely reach his eyes. 


Aleksander huffed out a laugh. “All the same, it is appreciated.” 


Everyone left the library, Mr. Lantsov going to his study, while the rest of them went to their 
rooms. 


Once they were inside their room, Alina went into Aleksander’s arms, all but falling against 
his chest. She was so tired. 


His arms went around her, gentle and warm, a solid reminder that he was there and he was 
not going to leave. He dropped a kiss to the top of her head and began to hum softly, a tune 
she had played before, one he knew she loved well. 


She wished she would wake up to find this threat to have been a dream. She would roll over 
to see Aleksander watching her with a soft smile, and he would kiss her and there would be 

nothing to vex either of them. With no worries, no threats to defend against, they could start 
their lives together and be the happiest couple of their entire acquaintance. 


Unfortunately, that was not to be. 


“What can I do?” Aleksander asked after a few minutes, his concern for her evident in his 
voice. 


How could she have ever thought this man had no care for the feelings of others? She lifted 
her head just enough that her words would not be muffled in his waistcoat. “Can you just 
hold me for a little longer?” she asked, wishing she never had to leave the safety and comfort 
of his arms. 


“Of course, darling,” he said, softly as he began running one of his hands up and down her 
back. 


The gesture was soothing and calmed her aching heart enough that a minute or two later, she 
could pull back enough to look at him. 


“We will get through this,” he said, as he brought his hands up to cradle her face. “I plan to 
have a long and ridiculously happy life with you, Alina. This will not break us.” 


She shook her head, the very idea of them not getting through this stronger together 
completely abhorrent. “You are my future,” she said softly. “That will not end now.” 


He nodded, his eyes wet and leaned down to kiss her. His lips moved across hers intently, as 
if he was trying to convey every single piece of his love for her in his kiss. 


She looped her arms around the back of his neck and pulled herself as close to him as she 
could. She could feel every bit of that love and tried to communicate the same. 


Only a short while ago, she had wanted nothing to do with the man in her arms. Now, she 
knew she never wanted to let him go. 


Aleksander 
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It was not a long journey from the Lantsov estate to their townhouse in London, and it was 
only late morning by the time they arrived home. Even at such an early hour, Aleksander was 
tempted to go to their rooms to sleep, Alina safe in his arms. There was too much to do, 
however, and no time to delay. 


Alina had spent the entire carriage ride leaned against his side, her hand in his. She sighed 
when the carriage stopped, but didn’t let go of him yet. “It is a shame there is not more time 
for you to rest from your injuries before we must start asking questions.” 


He pressed a soft kiss to her hair. “I am well, my love. I promise.” 


She looked up at him, concern heavy in her eyes. “It is alright if you are not. You do not need 
to hide it from me.” 


He was still amazed, sometimes, about just how much she loved and accepted him. He had 
not thought he would be able to count his wife as one of the people he showed his true self to, 
which was a heartbreaking thought now that he had Alina. He did not want to hide any part 
of himself from her. 


“There is some pain from the burns,” he said with a soft smile, “but it is very mild. Once we 
are done talking to the servants and formulating a plan from that information, I promise I will 
rest. You may join me if you like.” 


She smiled back, looking satisfied. Her smile fell as she turned to glance out the window at 
their townhouse. “I do not like the thought of anyone making our home an unsafe place.” 


He hated the trepidation in her voice, but he could not help the little thrill that went through 
him to hear her refer to their house as her home. Their home. 


“We will make sure it is so again,” he said as they exited the carriage. He would not rest until 
it was safe for her and their future children. 


She nodded and leaned into him as they walked the steps together. They were partners— 
equals—and with Alina by his side, Mal would not succeed. 


As soon as they were inside, he spoke to their butler, Perry, about their concerns, while Alina 
spoke with the housekeeper, Mrs. Clemens. They would be speaking with the footman whose 
sister worked for the Starkovs, but Perry and Mrs. Clemens would have more insight into 
whether anyone else might have been involved. 


Perry confirmed that the footman in question, Samuel, had seemed tense lately, but Perry had 
not thought he would do anything that would put either Aleksander or Alina in danger, and 
had thought to deal with any issues himself. 


Aleksander could not blame him for that, and knew he took his job seriously and cared about 
the well being of the people under his supervision. 


When Alina joined him after Aleksander had dismissed Perry, she shared that Mrs. Clemens 
had not been able to give much information that Aleksander had not already received. 


Aleksander asked Perry to escort Samuel to his study where he and Alina would speak to 
him. The two of them arrived before Samuel did, and Aleksander moved a chair next to his 
so that Alina would be by his side. 


She smiled warmly as she sat next to him. “I should not be surprised that you want me so 
involved in such matters,” she said, reaching for his hand while they still had privacy. “I had 
not expected such treatment, even when I imagined a love match. You surprise me every day, 
in the best ways.” 


He lifted their clasped hands to press a kiss to the back of hers. “I do not want you anywhere 
but by my side.” 


She flushed, looking happily up at him. “That is exactly where I want to be,” she said, her 
voice low and soft. 


He wanted nothing more than to lean down and kiss her. He might have indulged the urge if 
there had not been a knock at the door. 


“Come in,” Aleksander said, pushing his irritation at being interrupted aside. He had asked 
Samuel to the study after all. 


Samuel entered slowly, not quite able to meet Aleksander’s eyes. Perry closed the door 
behind him, leaving Samuel alone with Aleksander and Alina. 


He looked nervous, as if he expected to be thrown out immediately. It was not necessarily an 
indicator of his guilt—the servants usually dealt only with Perry and Mrs. Clemens. There 
would be no need for them to meet with either Aleksander or Alina unless something was 
wrong. Aleksander suspected that this was the man they were looking for, however. 


“Please take a seat,” Aleksander said, gesturing to the chair in front of the desk. 
Samuel took the seat, silent and on edge as he waited for Aleksander to speak. 
Aleksander looked to Alina with an expectant nod. 


She smiled slightly at him before turning her attention to Samuel, her expression neutral. 
“Samuel, have you met my brother, Malyen Starkov?” 


Most men would not have let their wives start such an encounter, or even let them speak at 
all, but Aleksander was determined not to be like most men when it came to Alina. She 
deserved so much more. 


Samuel nodded, as he looked at a spot on the bookshelves just behind Alina’s ear. “Yes, Lady 
Kirigan,” he said, his voice slightly shaky. 


Alina glanced at Aleksander, a quick look that told him she too believed this was the man 
they were looking for. ““We have reason to believe that my brother has tried to harm Lord 
Kirigan, and that he has used someone in our household to gain access to the house.” 


Samuel was visibly shaking now, and Aleksander felt sympathy for the young man. He did 
not believe that Samuel had helped Malyen because he wanted to, but because he had been 
threatened by a powerful and angry man. 


Alina’s voice softened as she continued. “We know that your sister, Charlotte, is a maid at my 
parents’ house. Did Mal...threaten her if you did not help him?” 


Aleksander noticed her slight pause, and reached out to take her hand as discreetly as he 
could. She was constantly reminded of her brother’s betrayal. Could she not have a moment’s 
peace? 


Samuel was nodding. “Yes, Lady Kirigan,” he said, sounding close to tears. 
Aleksander looked to Alina, letting her know he wanted to speak. 


She nodded, and he tried not to focus on his joy that they were able to communicate so easily 
without words. Now was not the time to bask in the love he felt for this woman. 


“We want to make sure you and your Charlotte are safe,” Aleksander said, his words calm 
and even. This man was not their enemy, but rather a pawn used by one who wished them 
both harm. “We can remove both of you to the Lantsov estate until we are able to resolve 
this, after which time you can choose to stay on with the Lantsovs or return here to work for 
us.” 


They had spoken to Nikolai shortly before leaving, as Aleksander realized it might be best to 
get both their footman and his sister out of London. 


“You would not say that if you knew the truth,” Samuel said, shaking his head. 


“Please tell us, Samuel,” Alina said, looking sympathetic and receptive. “We do not want 
either of you or your sister harmed. Lord Kirigan and I are the true targets of this attack. The 
information you can give us will be helpful in protecting ourselves and we will not have to 
worry that Mr. Starkov might try to threaten you again.” 


“Charlotte is with child,” he said, as he looked up to meet their eyes. “Mr. Starkov is the 
father. I do not have any proof,” he said, shaking his head again, “but Mr. Starkov promised 
her that he would protect her and the child. Then he came to me and said that unless I helped 
him, he would throw Charlotte and her baby out on the street.” 


Aleksander clenched his jaw as he tried to swallow down several curses. He knew Malyen 
was without morals, but to treat a woman in such a way? Not just a woman, but her unborn 
child, who was his own. 


Alina’s hand tightened around his, and he could see that she was trying to stay composed in 
the face of such information. 


Aleksander forced himself to speak to give Alina more time to control her emotions. “We 
believe you, Samuel,” he said. “I am sorry that he has treated both you and your sister that 
way. You will both be welcome at the Lantsov estate.” Even without knowing Charlotte was 
pregnant, Aleksander knew Nikolai would still have a place for her and Samuel at his estate. 
“All three of you will be safe and taken care of there. You will both be able to remain there or 
return to our home once there is no longer a threat.” 


“Thank you, Lord Kirigan,” Samuel said, looking relieved and just as guilty as he had the 
entire interview. “I am so sorry that I put you in danger. I should not have done what he 
asked.” 


Aleksander shook his head. “You were protecting your sister, and Mr. Starkov is not above 
using such a connection for his own gain.” He wondered what he would do if in a similar set 
of circumstances with Ulla. He could not say definitively that he would not do whatever he 
thought necessary to keep her safe if she was in danger, even if it put others at risk. 


Aleksander stood, not letting go of Alina’s hand as she stood with him. “Go pack your things, 
Samuel, we will retrieve Charlotte and have friends of mine escort both of you to the Lantsov 
estate.” Ivan and Feydor would likely be willing to help Aleksander when he explained the 
whole situation. 


Samuel nodded, bowing as he stood and left the room. 


Once they were alone, he pulled Alina into his arms, rubbing his hand soothingly up and 
down her back as she cried into his jacket. 


They would move past this, and while Alina’s pain over the situation would never truly leave, 
it would become bearable. He would be by her side to support her through this and anything 
other troubles or vexations they encountered during their life together. 


Several long moments later, she lifted her head from his chest to look up at him. Her eyes 
were red and she looked completely heartbroken. It made him want to tear the world down 
and remake it into something that would keep her safe and happy. 


“T should talk to my parents,” she said, her words subdued, as if she had lost all of her energy. 
“T can speak them, darling,” he said, reaching a hand up to cup her cheek. “You should rest.” 


“T need to be there when we tell them,” she said, shaking her head. “Besides,” she said, with a 
teasing note in her voice, “I believe I was promised that I could join you for a rest once we 
had seen to our responsibilities today.” 


His lips lifted up in a hint of a smile. “I remember something along those lines as well,” he 
said, before letting out a sigh. “We should not delay our visit. I do not know how long it will 
be before your brother learns that I am alive and well and back in London. I do not want him 
to have access to Charlotte when he does find out.” 


Alina nodded. There was sorrow in her expression but determination as well. “You are right. I 
had not expected to learn I was to be an aunt,” she said, as she huffed out a humorless laugh. 
She shook her head. “I do not know if the mother will want to have anything to do with me 
given how Mal has treated her, but I cannot ignore that the baby will be family.” Her eyes 
turned pleading. “We will make sure the baby is well taken care of, won’t we?” 


Aleksander did not think there was anything he could deny her when she looked at him like 
that. Even if he had disagreed with her request, which he did not, he had no intention of 
disappointing her after such an afternoon. 


He nodded. “I had already planned on it.” 


She echoed his nod, looking relieved. “It is not the child’s fault that it will be born into a less 
than ideal situation. I had never thought Mal would be one of them, but I do understand how 
captivating unscrupulous gentlemen can be when they want something from a woman. I 
cannot blame Charlotte for falling for his charms.” 


How many lives would be affected by Mal’s actions? He could have done so much good with 
his privilege and power, instead of leaving destruction in his wake. 


“We will make sure he cannot harm anyone else,” Aleksander said, pulling her against him in 
a tight embrace. He could feel her nod against his jaw. 


They would need to leave for her parents’ house shortly, and he needed to write notes to send 
before they left. He would ask Ivan and Fedyor to take Samuel and Charlotte to Nikolai’s 
estate, and he wanted to set up a meeting with his solicitor, as well. 


He would let Alina go in a moment so they could both prepare for the difficult conversation 
ahead. 


He did not think anyone would begrudge him another moment with his wife in his arms 
before he did so, however, and held her even closer. 


Alina 
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Alina wished she could take Aleksander’s hand in hers as they sat across from her parents, 
about to share everything that Mal had done. She wished she could lean into Aleksander’s 


side and allow him to physically support her as he had figuratively from the beginning. 


Instead, she sat as close to him as propriety would allow and took comfort from his presence 
next to her. He had offered to speak to her parents alone, but as much as she appreciated the 
thought behind the offer, she could not avoid this meeting. 


It would not be fair to either Aleksander or her parents. 


Mama, Papa,” she said, slowly, not quite sure how to begin. How did one tell their parents 
that their other child had attempted murder, along with other crimes? “We need to speak to 
you about Malyen.” 


Her parents looked at them with confusion clear on both of their faces. 
“Malyen?” her mother asked, shaking her head. “Has something happened?” 
Alina turned to look at Aleksander, needing his reassurance. 

He gave her a soft smile and a small nod. 


The strength of Aleksander’s belief in her buoyed up her spirit. She mirrored his nod and 
straightened her shoulders as she turned back to her parents. “The choices he has been 
making—” she broke off, wishing that she could have the brother she remembered back. 
What had led Mal down this dark path? 


She took a deep breath. “He has done things of which Lord Kirigan and I think you should be 
apprised.” 


“What has he done?” her father asked gravely. 


If she gave any indication to him that she did not want to tell the tale, Aleksander would take 
over for her, giving the bad news to her parents. 


She was grateful for his support and his love, but she needed to do this. She appreciated even 
more that he would not try to take over, but let her do what must be done. 


In a stronger voice than she had thought she was capable of in that moment, she shared 
everything that Mal had done, including the incident that had caused him to hate Aleksander 
so harshly in the first place. 


When she finished, the silence in the room was heavy. 
“Can you prove this?” her father asked, looking at Aleksander. 


Aleksander nodded. “We have evidence of many of his misdeeds, although not every single 
one. It should be enough to convince you that we are telling the truth.” He held out the 
portfolio of papers they had brought with them. “We have them with us, if you would like to 
look over them.” 


Her father nodded. “We can go to my study and discuss them, while the ladies stay here.” 


Aleksander shook his head. “This affects Alina, I will have her be a part of the conversation.” 
He turned to give her a questioning look, making sure she did not want to leave. 


She smiled at him. “Thank you,” she said, quietly, wishing she could take his hand or kiss 
him softly in her gratitude. 


She had never had someone see her so fully as a person and not simply a woman, an 
ornament to decorate their home or their arm or as the means to create heirs. Aleksander 
loved her—all of her—and never made her feel small. 


She so loved him for it. 


When she and Aleksander turned their attention back to her parents, her father looked 
surprised. There was a hint of distaste in the downturn of his mouth, but he said nothing in 
protest. “Of course.” 


Aleksander handed her papers and gestured for her to begin. 


Her father’s disapproval remained, although he listened intently to what they had to share. 
Aleksander was powerful and his money had given her family security. Her father had 
approved the match; there was no way for him to voice said disapproval without causing 
offense. 


Alina felt the loss of the father she had known and loved now that she was seeing him with 
more clarity. It was similar to what she felt towards Mal, but softer, her father’s actions 
nothing to her brother’s. In fact, most of London would agree that he had the right of it. 


She had not realized just what was possible in a marriage before Aleksander, and now that 
she had such love and respect, she never wanted to know a life without it. 


They went over the evidence, and with each document, Alina could see her parents’ hope that 
this was all a misunderstanding diminish down to nothing. 


“Lord Kirigan,” her father said, once all the papers had been looked over. “I must apologize 
for my son’s behavior. I had no idea how low he had sunk.” 


Aleksander nodded. “We knew that must be the case, and thought it best that you be made 
aware of his actions.” 


Her father let out a heavy sigh. “We will deal with Malyen. This will not go unpunished.” 


There was little to say after that, no trivial conversation topic seemed appropriate with the 
weight of Mal’s behavior hanging heavily above them. 


Once Aleksander and Alina were back in the carriage, she slumped against him. “Thank 
you,” she said quietly, her eyes sliding shut. She had fretted about telling her parents, but they 
had done it and it was over. 


There was still much to be done, such as making sure Samuel and Charlotte made it safely to 
the Lantsov estate as well as figuring out a plan to keep both Aleksander and herself safe, but 


for now, all she wanted was to stay here with Aleksander’s arm around her. 


“Of course, my darling,” he said, pressing a soft kiss to her hair. “You are not alone anymore, 
and neither am I.” 


“T never hoped for a marriage like this,” she said, although she knew it was not new 
information to him. “Even when | imagined the perfect love match, I could not have 
imagined you.” 


When he answered, a few moments later, his voice was rough as if he was fighting back tears. 
She loved how soft and gentle he was and she wanted to protect and honor that part of him. 


“T did not think I would find love in marriage,” he said, his voice low. “And I had not wanted 
to seek it elsewhere. I was content enough in my life, and could only hope for a marriage 
where my wife would be as satisfied to live separate lives as I would.” 


Alina frowned to imagine him in such a life, with a loveless marriage that only served to 
further the two of them socially. It was what many of their peers experienced, but she did not 
want that for him. 


“The first time I saw you, I realized how foolish those plans were. You were the sun and I 
had lived in the shadows my entire life.” 


She shifted slightly so that she could look up at him and smiled softly. “If I am your sun, then 
you must be mine. We can see through the darkness together.” 


He nodded, his eyes shining with tears as he leaned down and kissed her gently. 


She clung to him, kissing him back and pouring all of her love into the kiss. He was 
everything she had ever wanted and had not allowed herself to wish for and she would never 
stop loving him. 


“Alina!” 


Alina and Aleksander both looked up from their books at the bellow. Alina’s eyes were wide; 
she knew that voice, although it had never been directed at her with such hatred. Even when 
he had been angry with her before and called her such terrible names, it had not been so bad 
as this. 


It was only two days after she and Aleksander had gone to speak to her parents. 


They could hear their butler, Perry, speaking to Mal, although they could not quite make out 
what he was saying. 


Aleksander’s mouth was set in a thin line as he stood, anger radiating off of him. When he 
turned to look at her, he softened marginally. “Stay here. I will deal with this.” 


Alina shook her head. “No, we will face this together, remember?.” She did not want to face 
Mal and whatever accusations he would hurl at her this time, but neither would she allow 
Aleksander to deal with her brother alone. He should not have to bear the brunt of Mal’s 
anger. 


He looked like he wanted to force her to stay, but he simply nodded and held out his hand to 
her. 


When they reached the front hall, Mal was arguing with Perry, using his height to try and 
intimidate the man. It was not working. 


Aleksander angled himself in front of her and kept them both out of Mal’s reach. “Mr. 
Starkov, I am going to have to ask you to leave. I will not have you abuse my staff or shout at 
my wife.” 


Mal turned towards them, an ugly sneer turning his face into something Alina did not 
recognize. ”She can spew lies and ruin my life, but she cannot face the consequences of her 
actions?” He took a step forward, but stopped when Perry and Aleksander both moved to put 
themselves further in front of Alina. “I have been cut off,” he spat out, leaning to the side 
slightly to meet Alina’s eyes. 


“We both know well that they were not lies, Mal,” Alina said, so tired of this man that she 
hardly knew anymore. “We simply told mama and papa the truth.” 


“Tt is strange that you speak of the consequences of Alina’s actions when you are simply 
reaping what you yourself have sown with your disreputable behavior,” Aleksander said, his 
tone colder than Alina had ever heard it. 


Mal’s face turned an even darker shade of red and he looked almost explosively angry. 


Alina prayed that he would not turn violent. Surely he would not try and kill Aleksander like 
this? This was her home, where she was safe. Why was he so determined to ruin this 
happiness she had found? 


“This is all your fault,” Mal said as he stared Aleksander down. “You have done nothing but 
be a thorn in my side since I arrived in London and now you turn my entire family against 
me?” 


Alina could feel the way Aleksander tensed next to her, and she did not need to look at his 
face to know how it had hardened. “I will not ask again, Mr. Starkov. Leave my home 
immediately before we throw you out. I can promise you that you will not enjoy it.” 


For one long, horrible moment, Alina thought that Mal would force Aleksander’s hand. 
Please, just go. 
“You will regret this,” Mal said, looking directly at Alina before he turned and walked out. 


Alina slumped against Aleksander, tears pricking at her eyes as all of her energy rushed out 
of her. 


Aleksander quietly thanked Perry, before he walked back to the drawing room, Alina all but 
carried along at his side. 


“My love,” he said once he had seated them both on the sofa. “I am so sorry.” He pulled her 
close to him, and wrapped himself around her. 


Her tears came fast and hot as she fell into his arms. Could they not simply be happy 
together? She was so fired. 


Aleksander murmured softly, his lips at her temple, although she could not quite make out 
what he was saying. Everything was too raw and she felt like she might shatter if Aleksander 
had not been holding her together, his arms tight around her. 


When her tears finally slowed, minutes or hours later, all she wanted was to sleep, fatigue 
pulling at her limbs. “Thank you,” she said softly into Aleksander’s chest. 


“Of course, darling.” 


She clung to the gentleness in his voice. She did not want to leave the warmth of his arms, of 
his love. 


“Can I get you anything,” he asked, still holding her tight. “Tea?” 


She shook her head. “I would like to rest,” she said, pain building in her forehead, as if a tight 
band was squeezing her head. 


He nodded, his cheek brushing against the side of his face. Without another word, he swept 
her into his arms and stood, cradling her against his chest. 


She had thought she would walk to her room, but she could not help but relax in his arms, 
almost too fatigued to even ascend the stairs. How did he always know what she needed? She 
rested her head against his shoulder as he walked, sleep pulling at the edges of her mind. 


When they reached her room, he helped undress her enough for her to be comfortable 
sleeping before he turned to leave her alone. 


“Aleksander,” she said, taking his hand in hers before he could get too far from her. “Will 
you stay?” she asked as he turned back to look at her. 


There was a hint of a smile, soft and warm, on his lips as he nodded. 


She helped him undress as he had her, and she relished in the tenderness of their hands on 
each other, neither of them trying to inject heat into the moment. There was softness and trust 
between them, their bodies familiar to each other. 


Soon enough, he was helping her under the covers and slipping under them behind her. 
She turned and laid her head on his chest, letting out a sigh of relief as he held her. 


“Sleep, my love,” he murmured against her temple. “I am here.” 


He was there, and she was safe and loved. No matter what was happening outside of these 
rooms, she had him. She pushed aside the worries and heartache and focused on the feel of 
him against her, his familiar scent and how she always felt so loved when she was around 
him. 


She let sleep take her, knowing that Aleksander was there and they would figure this out 
together. 
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Aleksander looked down at Alina, asleep in his arms and looking much more at peace than 
she had since her brother entered their house. Rage stmmered just below the surface as he 
thought about everything Malyen had done to hurt both Alina and himself. 


He had long known the truth of Starkov’s character, but he had not thought that the man was 
capable of acting so horrifically towards his own sister. 


Alina was as bright as the sun, bringing a light to every room and occasion. How could 
anyone hurt her? Even when she had been less than subtle in her hatred of him, before they 
had come together and fallen in love, he could never have done anything to purposefully 
cause her pain. 


Aleksander sighed and ran a finger softly and slowly over her cheek, stopping as soon as she 
shifted, not wanting to wake her. He would do whatever was needed to keep her safe. He had 
an already scheduled appointment with his solicitor the next morning to discuss his will. 
When he died—which would hopefully be many, many years in the future—he wanted to 
make sure that Alina and any children they had were the only ones to inherit. 


If Malyen did succeed in killing him, he refused to let him steal any money or other assets 
from Alina. She was his wife, the woman he loved more than he had thought possible, and 
she would be comfortable and taken care of for the rest of her life. No matter what happened 
to him. 


He looked back down at Alina, leaning down to press a soft kiss to the top of her head. 
Whenever he looked at her, he saw years of future happiness by her side. He imagined her 


belly swelling as their children grew in her womb, only adding to the love and happiness in 
their home. 


He had been content with his life before they had met, and he had had his family and friends. 
With her love, however, she had opened up entirely new possibilities for his life and 
happiness that he had never thought would be his. 


He would spend the rest of his life making sure she knew how incredible and magnificent and 
loved she was. It was his responsibility to provide for her now—and for their family, when it 
hopefully grew—and he would make sure she was as happy as possible. 


Even when they experienced trying times, such as their current circumstances, he would give 
her his love and support. 


Neither of them ever had to be alone again. 


Aleksander woke early the next morning before Alina. He spent several long moments 
simply watching her. He loved waking her up with soft kisses across her skin, but she had 
slept fitfully the night before and had been subdued ever since Malyen had barged into their 
home. He would not wake her when she needed her rest. Even with the sleep they had gotten 
before dinner, she had seemed exhausted. 


He would need to start getting ready for his appointment with his solicitor soon; he was 
grateful he had made it so early. The sooner he left, the sooner his business would be 
concluded and he would be able to return home. 


Perhaps Alina would still be in bed, and he could join her under the warmth of the covers. 
Even if she simply wanted to be held, he loved the feel of her body, warm and soft, against 
his. 


When he began to move away from her several minutes later, she shifted against him, 
murmuring his name softly, not quite awake. 


“Sleep, darling,” he said as he pressed a soft kiss to her cheek. “I will be back soon.” 


She mumbled something he could not quite make out in response as he got out of bed. He 
smiled as he looked back down at her for a moment before he walked out of her room to get 
ready. 


He did not know what Malyen’s plans were, but he swore to bring an end to this whole affair 
soon. He would not let Mal cause Alina any more anguish and heartbreak. 


“Alina.” 
Alina woke slowly, one arm reaching out for Aleksander. The voice saying her name was 


masculine and familiar, but Aleksander’s side of the bed was cold and as she blinked away 
sleep, she realized that it was not his voice. 


She turned to see who was speaking, and her eyes flew open, her heart pounding as she 
realized it was Mal standing by her bed, a pistol in his hand. “Mal, what are you doing?” 


His expression was dark, his voice decided. ““What I must.” 


She swallowed thickly and took a deep breath before speaking. “Mal, please, this is not who 
you are,” she said, keeping her hands in sight. “We can talk about this.” 


Mal shook his head. “There is nothing to talk about,” he bit out, his anger visibly rising. “Not 
when you have sided with the man who has only ever made my life miserable.” 


Alina bit back her retort that Aleksander had only acted to save the people Mal would have 
harmed—including herself—due to Mal’s reckless and selfish behavior. That was not what he 
wanted to hear, and she did not know this man anymore. Would he kill her? His own sister? 


She had to keep him from reaching that point until she could call for help. She focused on 
Aleksander’s face in her mind. She would see him again. They would have decades of 
happiness together, along with the children that would be born from their love. 


She simply had to get through this first. 


“What can I do, Mal?” she asked, keeping her voice small, the tremble in it real. “How can I 
fix this?” 


Before he could answer, there was a knock at the door. 

“Lady Kirigan?” 

Alina’s eyes widened. It was her lady’s maid, Harriet, ready to help her for the day. 

The look Mal gave her was chilling, and left her in no doubt as to what she needed to do. 


“T am not feeling well today, Harriet. I am going to rest this morning,” she called out, trying 
to sound feeble rather than terrified. “When Lord Kirigan returns, could you let him know I 
will be keeping to my room? He did not stop in to see me before he left, and you know he 
will be too busy to check on me.” 


There was silence on the other side, and Alina prayed that her ploy had worked, that Harriet 
would not open the door to investigate. Everyone in the house knew how besotted 
Aleksander was with Alina, that if she truly had been ill, he would do whatever he could to 
make her feel better as quickly as possible. It was also no secret that they had been sharing 
her room for the past few weeks. He barely used his own rooms now. 


“Of course, my lady. I will make sure he is made aware,” Harriet said before her footsteps 
could be heard walking away from the room. 


Alina's shoulders sagged a little in relief. She did not want to even consider what violence 
Mal might have committed if Harriet had discovered him there. Harriet was clever, she would 
make sure a message was sent to Aleksander. 


Now she simply needed to keep Mal from hurting her until help could come. 


“They will not disturb me for a while,” she said, as she looked back at Mal. “What can I do to 
fix this?” 


“You have to convince mother and father that it was all a lie,” he said, gesturing with his 
hand and waving the gun a little. “You both have cost me my inheritance, and I need it back. 
This is my /ife we are talking about,” Mal said, eyes blazing, as if he was not pointing a 
deadly weapon directly at her. “I do not understand how you could listen to Morozova or why 
you would go along with his schemes, but you must fix it.” 


Did he not realize that she had been the one to go to mother and father? That while 
Aleksander had provided proof and his own word, she had been the one to decide to share 
everything Mal had done? 


When had Mal stopped seeing her? When had she stopped being her own person, a person he 
loved, and instead became an object to be owned and ordered around and manipulated, just 
like he saw all other women? It was not an uncommon view of her sex, although most men 
did not sneak into women’s bedrooms to threaten them with guns. 


She was once again grateful for Aleksander and how he saw her not as his possession, as 
simply someone to warm his bed and run his house and bear his children, but as a person, as 
a partner. 


She was so grateful for him, and fiercely determined that she would see him again. Mal 
would not take them from each other. 


“T will talk to them, Mal—I will do what I can to fix this.” She prayed that he would believe 
her, that she was a good enough actress to get through this. She had no plans in actually 
helping Mal get his inheritance back, but if there was a way to help him turn back from this 
stranger he had become, she would do whatever she could. 


“You had better,” he said, waving the gun in her direction. 


Tensing, she struggled not to shy away from him; all she wanted was to hide or run, but she 
knew either of those options would only make things worse. Although, she might be able to 
create an opportunity where that was no longer the case. 


“Mal, if you let me get ready, we can go see mother and father today. We can fix this.” She 
made her voice light, and cajoling, as if she was simply trying to convince him to join her at 
the creek at the back of their estate as she often did when they were children. If she could get 
Mal to leave her for even a moment— 


“No,” he said, his eyes narrowing as he stepped closer to the bed. “We will wait for your 
husband to come home, and then I can finally ensure that he is never a problem again.” 


A wave of nausea crashed over her, her stomach tight with pain. There was no doubt in her 
mind that the servants would send for Aleksander. Even if they had also sent someone to 
Bow Street, that was farther than Aleksander’s solicitor’s office. If Aleksander thought she 


was in danger, he would stop at nothing to try to save her. Was Aleksander coming home to 
his death? 


Would she have to watch as her brother murdered her husband? 


“Mal, I could convince Aleksander to talk to mother and father. If I asked, he would tell them 
it was a lie. He would not get in your way.” There was much Aleksander would give her if 
she asked—though she did not truly think this was one such thing—but if she could just 
convince Mal, she could keep Aleksander alive. 


Mal shook his head, giving her an incredulous look. “Do you think I am a fool? Your 
husband does not care who he hurts to get what he wants. He would not listen to you if he 
thought he knew better.” 


Alina wanted to defend Aleksander, to tell Mal that her husband listened to her in all things, 
that he truly considered her feelings and her opinions. She was his partner, more an equal 
than simply a wife to run his home and bear his children. Aleksander always tried to do the 
right thing and help others, and he would never look at her with the disdain or condescension 
that Mal was giving her. 


She forced the words back, her throat thick with them and the tears she was desperately 
trying to contain. This was not the kind of defense that would save her husband. 


She wanted to question Mal and ask him where everything had gone wrong. He had been so 
sweet as a child, soft and mischievous and her best friend. That boy was gone, and in his 
place was this...monster. 


Those questions would not help her or Aleksander either, so instead, she nodded obediently 
and lowered her head. Perhaps when Aleksander arrived, there would be something she could 
do, or something they could do together to stop Mal. Until then, there was nothing for her to 
do but wait. 


“Tf you look here, Lord Kirigan—” 


Aleksander’s solicitor, Mr. Barclay, broke off at the sound of a commotion outside his office. 
He and Aleksander both looked to the door in concern. 


“What—” Mr. Barclay half rose from his seat when the door to his office burst open. 


Daniel, one of Aleksander’s footmen, stood next to Mr. Barclay’s assistant, and the worry on 
his face had Aleksander on his feet and across the room in a moment. 


“What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked, praying it had nothing to do with the house, with 
Alina. 


“Tt is Lady Kirigan, my lord. She is in trouble.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Alina wakes up after Aleksander leaves to meet with his solicitor to find that Mal has 
snuck into her room, is pointing a gun at her and demands that she and Aleksander fix 
things. Alina tries to talk him down, but is not successful, and there is some mild period 
typical sexism in Mal's attitude. They wait for Aleksander to arrive so that Mal can 
presumably kill him. The gun does not go off at any point during this chapter, although 
it is used to threaten. 
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Aleksander barely spared a word of farewell to Mr. Barclay before he was following Daniel 
out of the building and into his carriage. Daniel had very little information, only that Alina 
had given Harriet a seemingly coded message to indicate that something was wrong and that 
Harriet had heard a male voice coming from Alina’s room. 


Another footman had been sent to Bow Street, but those offices were much farther than Mr. 
Barclay’s and Aleksander would surely make it back to the house before any runners were 
dispatched. 


The short ride from Mr. Barclay’s office to his home was interminable and more than once, 
he almost threw the door of the carriage open so that he could continue the rest of the way on 


foot. The horses would be faster, however, even if he was too restless to want to simply sit 
and wait for them to arrive. 


He could not lose Alina. He refused to even contemplate having to live in a world without her 
in it. Was this what she had felt when she traveled to Nikolai’s estate after hearing he had 
been injured? If so, he had not apologized or comforted her enough for what she had endured. 
When they made it through this ordeal, he would be sure to rectify that. 


He suspected that the male voice heard was Alina’s brother and that he had come to exact 
vengeance for whatever punishment his parents had decided was appropriate. Would he never 
cease to try and ruin Aleksander’s and Alina’s lives? 


If Starkov was the one threatening Alina, Aleksander would make sure that he could never 
hurt them again after today. Starkov did not have more powerful allies than Aleksander and 
he would make sure that the man spent the rest of his life behind bars. 


The moment the carriage came to a stop in front of the townhouse, Aleksander was out of it 
and running up the steps. He did not care what he looked like or what anyone thought. Alina 
needed him and he could not—would not—fail her. 


He was greeted by several of his household staff, including Harriet. “Is she still in her room?” 
he asked quietly, never quite halting his journey further into the house. 


Harriet nodded. “She has not left, we have Perry watching the room upstairs, and voices can 
still be heard.” 


Aleksander murmured his thanks and moved towards the stairs, keeping his steps soft. As 
much as he wanted to run to her, he could not risk alerting Starkov to his presence. It was 
likely he had a weapon—or at least the threat of being able to overpower Alina—and 
Aleksander did not want to give his brother-in-law a chance to use it. 


He exchanged a meaningful look with Perry at the top of the stairs, and continued on down 
the hall. As he moved closer, he began to make out Starkov’s voice. He was angry and 
Aleksander’s own anger flamed hotter at the sound. How dare he show that anger to Alina? 
How dare he frighten her and threaten her safety? Even after the attempt on his life, 
Aleksander had not been so furious. His safety was one thing, but Alina’s? 


Starkov would never threaten or distress her again. 


Once Aleksander was at the door, he paused to listen. Starkov was ranting about how both 
Aleksander and Alina had ruined his life and how they would fix it and then they would pay. 


“Once your husband is here, it will all be settled,” he said, his tone vicious. 


Aleksander took that as his cue. “I am here, Starkov,” he said, pushing the door open and 
stepping inside. “Let us end this.” 


Alina was on the bed, still in her nightclothes, hunched over to make herself as small as 
possible. She looked at him in horror, her eyes wide. 


Starkov’s features were twisted in anger, his expression ugly as he pointed a pistol directly at 
Aleksander’s head. 


Aleksander slowly held his hands up, all while staring Starkov down, cool and calm. He 
longed to pull Alina into his arms so that he could soothe her fears, but he could not do that 
while Starkov was still a threat. “Let Alina go. Your quarrel is with me. There’s no reason to 
distress her any further.” 


“No,” Alina said, her voice firm and Aleksander could not help but turn his head to look at 
her. She stared at him with an unwavering determination. “I will not leave you.” 


“T would not let her go even if she would leave,” Starkov said, drawing Aleksander’s 
attention back to him. “She is as much at fault as you are, and must bear the same 
punishment.” 


Aleksander assumed by punishment, Starkov meant their deaths. Aleksander was not sure if 
he would live to see the end of the day, but he swore to himself that Alina would. Surely she 
would be able to find another man to love her and support her. He longed to be the one to be 
by her side, but if he must lose his life to save hers, it was an easy choice. 


“You mentioned fixing this,” he said, keeping his voice calm and hoping he could keep 
Starkov talking until he let down his guard enough to give Aleksander an opportunity to take 
control. “What must we do?” 


Starkov gestured toward the writing desk across the room from the bed. “You will write a 
letter to my father explaining that everything you told him about me was a lie. You will tell 
them you were both jealous of my success and wanted to see me brought low.” 


Aleksander was not sure exactly what in Starkov’s life he was supposed to be jealous of, but 
kept those thoughts to himself. They would not help now. He walked slowly over to the desk 
and sat, keeping his hands in Starkov’s view the entire time. 


“Are there certain words you would like me to use?” Aleksander asked as he pulled out a 
sheet of paper and dipped the quill in the ink. “Or would you prefer I compose the letter 
myself?” 


Starkov gave him a hard look as he stepped closer, the gun still aimed at Aleksander’s head. 
“You can write the letter, but do not write anything that would make it unbelievable.” 


The entire concept was hardly believable, but Aleksander simply nodded and began to write. 
As attuned to Alina’s presence as he always was, he heard the sound of fabrics shifting 
against each other from behind him. Whatever Alina was doing, he could not let Starkov hear 
her and began to speak aloud what he was writing. 


“Dear sir, I am writing to rectify an egregious wrong that I have committed against you and 
against your son, Malyen.” He glanced at Starkov before continuing, who only nodded at him 
to keep writing. “I have long been jealous of your son and his success and popularity in town. 
I could not bear to watch this success and popularity without trying to take it from him. I 
spread lies about him around town, as well as telling those lies directly to you and your 


daughter.” The words were absurd but Aleksander would say anything in that moment if it 
gave Alina a chance. “Once I had done so, I thought I would be able to live happily knowing 
that his success and popularity was diminished, but the guilt has eaten away at me. In order to 
unburden my conscience, I am writing you this letter to beg you to undo your decision to 
disinherit Malyen. Please do not punish him any longer for actions that were mine and mine 
alone.” 


To give Alina as much time as possible, he moved onto a new paragraph, not ready to end the 
letter just yet. “You have raised two fine and upstanding children and I am ashamed to say 
that I have—” 


There was a grunt and a thud and Aleksander turned to see Alina standing over Starkov with 
a candlestick. Aleksander did not take the time to spare her any more of his attention, as 
much as he wished to, because Starkov, while momentarily stunned, was not unconscious. He 
had dropped the pistol, but he was already starting to move again. 


Aleksander lunged for the gun, his hand clasping on to it at the same time as Starkov. They 
tussled over it, neither of them giving up their grasp on the weapon. Time seemed to speed up 
as they wrestled for control, and not long after the fight had started, the gun went off. 


Alina screamed and Aleksander’s eyes squeezed shut as he expected to feel intense pain. 
None came. 


Starkov had gone still and as Aleksander shifted back, the gun still in his hand, he saw the 
bullet wound in Starkov’s chest, far too close to his heart to be anything but fatal. Aleksander 
was not sure if he had pulled the trigger or if Starkov had, and had likely been entirely 
accidental. 


He stared at the body, at the blood that pooled beneath it. 
“Aleksander!” 
“My lord!” 


He turned, tearing his eyes away from Starkov to look at Alina who was crouched at his side. 
Tears were streaming down her face and he could barely spare a glance at Perry who had run 
into the room at the sound of the gunshot. He pulled Alina into his arms, his eyes falling 
closed to be able to feel for himself that she was alright. The danger was gone. The demons 
would likely remain for some time, but together, they could help each other banish them. 


He opened his eyes to glance at Perry. “We are alright. When the Bow Street Runners get 
here, please direct them to the body.” 


Perry nodded and stepped back out of the room. 


He held Alina as she sobbed, tears of his own falling down his cheeks. He had wanted 
Starkov out of their lives, and while relief swirled in his chest to know that he could never 
hurt either of them ever again, a man had still died. 


Not just a man, but his wife’s brother. “I am so sorry, darling,” he said, his voice soft and 
hushed. “I am so sorry for what you have had to endure.” Standing, he pulled her to her feet 
and led her through the connecting door to his room. 


“You are safe,” she said once he had closed the door and pulled her into his arms, her tears 
still falling, her voice thick with emotion. “I was so afraid he would kill you.” 


Despite her making no mention of worrying for her brother’s safety, Aleksander knew that 
her grief over his death would be complicated and not something that was easily healed. He 
would help her with that burden. That was not what he wanted to focus on at that moment, 
however. 


“You were so brave, my love,” he said, pressing a lingering kiss to her temple. “While I had 
hoped you might take the chance to run, you gave me the opportunity I had been looking for 
to try and gain the upper hand.” 


Her eyes shining, she stared up at him. “I could not leave you alone with him. We face things 
together, remember? I did not mean that only when my safety was not at risk.” 


He hugged her more tightly to him, hating the reminder of how close she had come to harm. 
“T do not like the thought of you endangering yourself, but I am grateful to have you on my 
side, darling.” 


“T will not let anyone take you from me,” she said, her voice fierce. 


How had he been so lucky as to meet such a woman and to gain her love? He shifted just 
enough to kiss her, clinging to her desperately. 


At a firm knock at the door, Aleksander pulled back with a groan. He wished he could send 
everyone away, but there were still matters to be dealt with. When he opened the door, a man 
he did not recognize stood on the other side, along with Perry. 


“Lord Kirigan,” the man said after introducing himself as Mr. Merritt from Bow Street. “I am 
sorry to disturb you and Lady Kirigan, but there are questions we must ask you.” 


Aleksander nodded. “I understand. Lady Kirigan and I will meet you in the library shortly.” 
Mr. Merritt nodded and stepped back as Aleksander closed the door. 

“T am sorry, sweetheart,” he said as he walked back to Alina, “but it is not over just yet.” 
She nodded her understanding, and did not protest, despite the weariness on her face. 


After he helped her change out of her nightgown and into a day dress, they walked to the 
library, her hand in his. He would not begrudge her the comfort, and took his own comfort 
from the feel of her skin against his. 


Once they had reached the library and everyone was settled, Mr. Merritt and another man 
from Bow Street, Mr. Weaver, asked them to recount everything that had happened. Alina 


began, slowly at first, her words matter of fact, although there was a slight tremor in her 
voice. 


He clutched her hand tighter as she explained everything that Mal had said and done before 
Aleksander arrived. He hated to imagine her so frightened and in danger. It was a reminder of 
how strong she was, but he wished she had never had to experience it. 


Once she reached the part where he had arrived, Aleksander took over. It had all happened so 
quickly, that there did not seem to be much to recount. How strange that so much upheaval, 
including a man’s death, could happen in so short a time. 


Merritt and Weaver asked a few questions before allowing them to return to Aleksander’s 
room. 


The two men would deal with Mal’s body; all Aleksander wanted to do was hold Alina and 
remind himself that they were both safe. 


They walked back to his bedroom. Although her bedroom had become more theirs than his 
had, he suspected they would not sleep there for some time. At least long enough for the 
horrors to fade slightly in their memories. 


Perhaps it would be better to find a different house to live in. He would miss the good 
memories they had made in their home, but they would make many more. They had the rest 
of their lives together to experience thousands more good moments. 


When they reached his room, they helped each other undress silently. There were no 
wandering hands or heated looks as there might have been under different circumstances, but 
he took comfort in the familiarity and intimacy as they changed into sleep clothes. 


As they both got under the covers, he pulled her body snugly against his. “I love you,” he 
murmured against her hair. 


“T love you, too,” she said, moving one of her hands to take his and entwine their fingers 
together. “I am so grateful you are my husband.” 


He blinked back tears as he thought just how blessed he was to have her there with him. “I 
never thought I would have a wife like you,” he whispered, even though it would not be news 
to her. “I am so glad you are alright.” 


She clutched at him more tightly, nodding. 
They held each other close as the silence fell over them, warm and safe. 


Aleksander’s eyes fell closed, and he felt sleep start to creep into the edges of his mind. He 
did not know what dreams awaited him, but everything would be alright. 


Alina was alive and at his side. There was nothing they could not overcome together. 


Chapter End Notes 
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“She’s beautiful, Charlotte,” Alina said as she looked down at her niece, Anne, so small as 
she slept in her arms. 


Charlotte beamed at the compliment, although her exhaustion at having such a new baby to 
take care of was obvious. Samuel sat at her side, a proud and smiling uncle. 


This meeting was bittersweet; Alina was so grateful that nothing had happened to Charlotte 
or Samuel and that both Charlotte and Anne were healthy and happy after the birth but she 
hated knowing that Mal was not here to see it. 


Not that he would have been sitting here in Nikolai Lantsov’s drawing room with them. Alina 
had grieved the loss of her brother, but also recognized that the loss had come much earlier. 
The brother she had grown up with and known and loved had been gone long before his 
death. 


She pushed aside her melancholy thoughts and shifted slightly closer to Aleksander at her 
side. This was a joyous occasion and she would not take focus in her memories away from 
the new life they were celebrating. She could continue to mourn Mal later once she and her 
husband returned home. 


Alina’s parents had not acknowledged their grandchild. She used to think that her family was 
perfect, but she’d had to grow up so much in the past several months, and let go of her 
childhood views on those she loved. 


She and Aleksander had created a new family together, and it would only grow as their love 
did. She glanced quickly at her husband, who’s attention was entirely focused on the baby in 
her arms. She had told him only the day before of her suspicions that she was with child. His 
reaction had left her in no doubt of his feelings about becoming a father. 


He would be so wonderful at it, and their children would always know that they were so 
loved. 


Aleksander reached a hand out and gently ran one finger down Anne’s cheek. “She is so 
small.” 


Alina could hardly believe that in less than a year, they would be holding their own child, 
who would be just as small and precious. She blinked back tears, which seemed to come so 
much easily to her now that she was pregnant. They were not sharing the news widely yet, 
and it was a soft and treasured secret between Aleksander and herself. 


It would not be long until they shared the news with their friends and family. Anne and 
Charlotte and Samuel were a part of the new family she was building as well. She and 
Aleksander would make sure Anne had opportunities that would not normally be afforded to 
her, but they had no intention of separating her from her mother either. 


Anne had already lost one parent. Family, whether the ones connected to you by blood or the 
ones you chose for yourself, was precious and it would be wrong to deprive anyone of people 
to love them. 


Aleksander tore his gaze away from Anne to ask Charlotte and Samuel how they were 
settling at the Lantsov estate. Even though Mal was no longer a threat to them, Mr. Lantsov 
had kept them on as part of his household. This was not their first time seeing Charlotte and 
Samuel since Mal’s death, but it had been several months since their last visit. Charlotte and 
Samuel and Anne were welcome to visit Aleksander and Alina in London, and Alina foresaw 
many visits to the Lantsov estate. Mr. Lantsov was becoming a friend to her as well, and she 
was grateful that her circle of support was continuing to grow. 


Not that she needed scores of friends; she was happy with the small group connected to her 
now. Ulla and Zoya would be returning to London in a week and she and Aleksander had 
invited them along with the Kostyks, the Beznikovs, and the Kaminskys to a dinner party in a 
fortnight. 


It was not that Alina thought she would not have friends when coming to London; she had 
hoped for a situation like this, with close friends for both her and her loving husband, but she 
had also known that it was not a guarantee either. 


She glanced over at Aleksander who was talking to Charlotte and Samuel, a warm almost 
smile on his lips. The future had seemed so open with possibilities at the start of her season, 
excitement and apprehension her frequent companions. 


Despite the bumps in the journey, she had found love both in Aleksander as her husband and 
in their friends, and she could not be more grateful. 


“T see Lord Kirigan and his wife are dancing together. Again.” 


Ulla did not even bother to fight back her grin at the comment, easily overheard as a couple 
of women she knew only peripherally walked past her group. At least the comment was on 
Aleksander and Alina’s open affection for each other and not everything that had happened 
with Alina’s brother. That gossip had gripped the ton for many weeks after his death. This 
comment was of a much happier sort and Ulla was grateful for it. 


She glanced over at her wife, Zoya, who had clearly heard it as well. 
Zoya returned her grin. “They really are shameless.” 
It was their fourth dance together that evening. 


Their companions—Ivan and Fedyor Kaminsky, and Genya and David Kostyk—chuckled 
along with them. 


“T would not have thought, before he met Alina, that Aleksander would be willing to make 
such a spectacle of himself,” Ivan said, his tone thoughtful as he glanced over at where Alina 
and Aleksander could be seen dancing. They were clearly besotted with each other, neither of 
them looking away, even when the steps pulled them towards other dancers. 


“He talked of taking a wife only when absolutely necessary and living a life completely 
separate,” David said with a nod. “I thought it was a shame that he would not even attempt to 


look for a love match, but it is not an uncommon view either.” 


“As soon as he saw Alina that view completely changed,” Genya said with a soft smile. “I 
could not believe it when I spoke to him the night they met. I thought he might propose 
marriage to her right then.” 


Everyone laughed, but it was not far from the truth. 


“Aleksander has always had such a big heart,” Ulla said, thinking of growing up with him as 
her brother and how he had done what he could to protect her from the unkind comments and 
exacting standards of their mother. Their father had passed away when Ulla was still a baby; 
with the almost ten years between them, he had been more a parent than their mother ever 
was. 


“T was not sure things were going to work out,” David murmured, his expression somber at 
the reminder of everything that had passed for the couple since their marriage. 


“Everything with her brother aside,” Ulla said, glancing over at Zoya, “I knew it was only a 
matter of time before Alina realized that what she thought she knew about Aleksander were 
utter falsehoods and fell completely in love with him.” 


Zoya nodded. “We were unsure how long it would take, but it was clear they each were 
precisely what the other needed.” 


The two of them had spoken about it at length, even though they had not been present much 
past the wedding. Aleksander and Alina were perfect for each other and they had seen it from 
the first moment they met Alina. 


“Tt is almost unbelievable sometimes just how well they fit,” Fedyor said with his signature 
smile, although his comment was clearly not made in jest. 


All three of the couples standing together were well matched and in love; they understood 
well what it was to have found a partner and an equal, to be able to create a love filled 
marriage. 


The dance ended only a moment or two later and then Aleksander and Alina were walking 
over to join their friends. 


“You are becoming the talk of the evening,” Genya teased once they had rejoined the group. 
Alina laughed, while Aleksander only shook his head with a small smile. 


“Ts it because I have done the scandalous act of falling in love with my husband and I have 
no intention of hiding that fact?” Alina asked. 


“Tt is indeed,” Ulla said with a grin. “Did you not know you are supposed to hide that sort of 
thing?” 


Alina looked over at Aleksander and while she was still smiling it had grown softer and 
warmer. “I have gone through much to reach this point,” she said, not taking her eyes off her 


husband. “TI will not bow to societal expectations when all I want to do is be by his side. 
Besides,” she said, turning her gaze back to the group. “He is a superb dancer. Why should I 
miss out on more dances with him simply because I am told I should not do it?” 


If they had not been in public, Ulla was sure that her brother would have leaned down to kiss 
his wife. Instead, he simply nodded his agreement and looked at her as if she hung the sun in 
the sky. It was how he looked at her almost every time, so it was not surprising in the least. 


The conversation soon turned to other topics, and Ulla participated as actively as she always 
did, but she could not quite keep the overflowing happiness from her heart at more clear 
evidence that her brother had found himself a wife who would love and cherish him. 


Growing up, they had been each other’s only family—their mother was family in name only 
—but now they had a number of people who loved and supported them. She had ached at the 
thought of Aleksander in a loveless marriage, even if she had understood why that was what 
he expected for himself. 


She glanced back over at her brother and sister-in-law; that was not a concern either of them 
had any longer. 


Announcement 


I apologize for posting an announcement chapter, but I figured this was the best way to get 
the word out! I will be putting this fic on private at the end of August, so please download for 
your own use if you want to and haven’t already! I so appreciate the love this fic has received 
and everyone who has read/commented/left kudos and I didn’t want to put it on private 
without warning. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


